
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
    
 
   THE PERFECT TEN
 
   Explosive suspense, powerful romance
 
   and loads of fun by 10 bestsellers!

***
 
    
 
   TABLE OF CONTENTS
 
    
 
   [bookmark: toc]LAST CHANCE TO RUN
 
   THE LAIRD
 
   DEADLY PURSUIT
 
   DOG COLLAR CRIME
 
   INVISIBLE MAGIC
 
   DEADLY RELATIONS
 
   A CHARMING CRIME
 
   OUT OF FOCUS
 
   THE MERZETTI EFFECT
 
   TIME TRAP
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   LAST CHANCE TO RUN - Sexy, heart-stopping romantic suspense
 
   New York Times bestseller Dianna Love
 
   "Engrossing, thrilling and wonderfully steamy...a pitch-perfect suspense that will keep readers breathless..."  The Romance Reviews
 
    
 
   THE LAIRD - Time travel romance set in Scotland
 
   USA Today bestseller, Sandy Blair
 
   “Heartwarming historical romance at its best. ~New York Times Bestselling author, Janet Chapman
 
   www.SandyBlair.net
 
    
 
   DEADLY PURSUIT - A hot romantic thriller
 
   USA Today bestseller Misty Evans
 
   "...a fast paced, action-filled romantic suspense..." ~ So Many Reads
 
    
 
   DOG COLLAR CRIME - A fun mystery for romance lovers
 
   USA Today bestseller Adrienne Giordano
 
   "… hits a home run once again with a fun mystery you can't put down."  New York Times bestseller Dianna Love
 
    
 
   INVISIBLE MAGIC - Sexy Urban Fantasy
 
   Amazon bestseller Mary Buckham
 
   “Not since Kate Daniels and Mercy Thompson have I fallen in love with a female character like I have with Alex Noziak.” ~ Quiana at Urban Girl Reader
 
    
 
    
 
   DEADLY RELATIONS - Non-stop suspense and toe-curling passion
 
   Amazon Bestseller Alexa Grace
 
   “…high-voltage, fraught-with-danger, vicarious experience that is super-charged with breathtaking love.”  The Romance Reviews
 
    
 
   A CHARMING CRIME - Bringing magical fiction to life
 
   Amazon Top 100 Bestseller Tonya Kappes
 
   "Tonya Kappes' A Magical Cure Series, charmed me until the end!"
 
   ~ Cozy Mystery Book Reviews
 
    
 
    
 
   OUT OF FOCUS – Small town suspense
 
   Amazon bestseller Nancy Naigle
 
   "Encompasses love and loss to the depths of your heart..."  ~ Amazon Reviewer
 
    
 
    
 
   THE MERZETTI EFFECT - Pulse-pounding paranormal romance
 
   Amazon bestseller Norah Wilson
 
   "Be prepared to be riveted. The Merzetti Effect is a gripping, exhilarating read that carries you along at an electrifying pace until the very last page." --Julianne MacLean, USA Today Bestselling Author
 
    
 
   Bonus book: TIME TRAP - Epic sci-fi/fantasy young adult
 
   Amazon bestseller Micah Caida
 
   “…totally captivated by every scene in the first book…The imagination of Micah Caida takes the reader on an exhilarating journey…originality at its best." Amelia Richards, SingleTitles.com
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   All Rights Reserved.
 
    
 
   LAST CHANCE TO RUN Copyright © 2012 by Dianna Love Snell
 
   THE LAIRD Copyright © 2013  Sandy Blair
 
   DEADLY PURSUIT Copyright © 2013 Misty Evans
 
   DOG COLLAR CRIME Copyright © 2013 by Adrienne Giordano-Maynard
 
   INVISIBLE MAGIC Copyright © 2013, Mary Arsenault Buckham
 
   DEADLY RELATIONS Copyright © 2012 by Linda Golden
 
   A CHARMING CRIME Copyright © by Tonya Kappas
 
   OUT OF FOCUS Copyright © 2011, Nancy Naigle
 
   THE MERZETTI EFFECT Copyright © 2011 by Norah Wilson
 
   TIME TRAP Copyright © Dianna Love Snell and Mary Arsenault- Buckham  
 
    
 
   By payment of required fees, you have been granted the non-exclusive, non-transferable right to access and read the text of this book. No part of this text may be reproduced, transmitted, downloaded, decompiled, reverse engineered, or stored in or introduced into any information storage and retrieval system, in any form or by any means, whether electronic or mechanical, now known or hereinafter invented without the express written permission of copyright owner.
 
    
 
   This books are a work of fiction. All characters and events portrayed herein are fictitious and are not based on any real persons living or dead.
 
  
 
   
 
   
   
 
 
    
 
    
 
   
[bookmark: _Toc364713789]LAST CHANCE TO RUN
by
DIANNA LOVE 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   




 
  
 
   
 
   
   
Chapter 1
 
    
 
    
 
   Lightning crackled nearby. Close, but not close enough.
 
   Escape tonight or ... there was no second option. 
 
   “Come on, God, please.”  Angel whispered the desperate prayer for the hundredth time since midnight. But lights still burned through Mason Lorde’s opulent compound where she’d been imprisoned for the last ten days. 
 
   She had to get over this compulsion about being honest. The last time she’d done the right thing, she’d landed in a real prison with a warden and crazy female inmates threatening her life. That had been thanks to her father.
 
   One more thing she had to get over. Trusting any man. 
 
   Wind howled across the beveled panes, rattling the French doors and sounding cold when August weather was anything but. 
 
   “I should have asked for a hurricane instead of a thunderstorm,” she muttered under her breath. But hurricanes weren’t as prevalent along the North Carolina coast as lightning storms. All she needed was a brief power outage. Not that she had any reason to believe in divine intervention at this point in her life. 
 
   A short life if she didn’t get out of this place now.
 
   She rolled a golf-ball-shaped compass in her hand, a dangerous stress reliever. She’d stolen it from his office, and to hell with any guilt she felt. 
 
   It would get her fingers snapped like twigs if Mason caught her with his solid gold desk toy. 
 
   No chance he’d let her off easy. 
 
   She’d learned that the hard way. Just like everything else in her life.
 
   Mason Lorde, her dream employer. The bastard had turned into her worst nightmare. But with a conviction in her past, who could blame her for jumping at a chance for a job with a highly reputed firm? Assisting the manager in one of the warehouses for Lorde’s revered import enterprise beat cleaning toilets or scavenging aluminum cans any day.
 
   She’d thought.
 
   Brilliant light flashed across the heavens, illuminating the edges of the brass bed at her shoulder. She glanced at the burgundy silk duvet covering the lump she’d built with pillows. Would that gain her an extra minute? 
 
   Maybe. She hated maybe. Reminded her how often her worthless court-appointed attorney had spouted that word.
 
   Maybe you’ll receive leniency for a first offense.
 
   Maybe you’ll get out early on good behavior.
 
   Neither happened. 
 
   Maybe men would stop screwing her over at some point, but she wasn’t counting on that, either.
 
   Angel consulted her black plastic sports watch.
 
   In sixteen minutes Kenner would begin his two a.m. round. 
 
   On the dot. 
 
   Unlike the rest of the security, the knuckle-dragging commander now in charge of Mason’s thirty-room mansion lacked any tolerance. Kenner had been brought in from another of Mason’s locations to replace Jeff, who’d overseen the property for the past ten years, according to his last screaming words. 
 
   He’d pleaded for his life. 
 
   Then Mason had ... nausea rolled through her stomach.
 
   Another glance at her timepiece. Fifteen minutes, forty-eight seconds left.
 
   She reached for the doorknob, desperate to flee, but paused short of touching it. She had no allies beyond patience. It wasn’t as if Kenner would repeat Jeff’s mistake. Poor Jeff, too slow on the uptake to be hanging with a bunch of killers. He’d smoked one too many cigarettes a week ago while she’d scurried down the Italian marble hallways in a fevered attempt to escape.
 
   One of the other guards had caught her.
 
   Mason didn’t tolerate mistakes. He’d ordered everyone to witness Jeff’s punishment. Angel, in particular. She still had bruises from where she’d been dragged outside and shoved up front for the show being performed for her benefit. 
 
   The citizens of nearby Raleigh would never believe what went on inside this private compound belonging to one of their most prominent city businessmen.
 
   Just over six feet tall, with thick golden hair and a champion’s physique, Mason, the Nordic antichrist, had calmly raised his .357 magnum revolver to Jeff’s head and squeezed the trigger. 
 
   A deafening explosion. Then blood. So much blood. 
 
   She clenched her fists. The horror lived on, burned on the insides of her eyelids.
 
   And the smell. Who could forget the god-awful coppery stench of fresh blood? Her stomach roiled again. 
 
   Hard to believe a week had passed. Seemed like just minutes ago. She squeezed her eyes shut and saw it all again. The hole in Jeff’s forehead. His eyes locked open in horror. The back of his head ... she swallowed and took a breath. She’d carry that brutal image for as long as she lived. 
 
   Along with the responsibility for his death.
 
   And all because of a job she’d thought was a godsend. What had she done so wrong in her life to have ended up involved with a criminal again?
 
   The first time, she’d been eighteen. And naïve to the point of being clueless about drugs. That had cost her. 
 
   She’d had no reason to think her own father would take advantage of her job as a city courier and use her to mule drugs without her knowledge. 
 
   Then throw her under the judge’s gavel to save his own hide.
 
   This time, she was not going down without a fight. 
 
   If she got out of here tonight, she had the hammer that would bring down Mason. And prove her own innocence. She patted the heavy band wrapped around her waist like a money belt. The strip of plastic held a fortune in gold coins that would bring her salvation. 
 
   Or the end of her life. 
 
   Twelve minutes, forty-two seconds until room check. 
 
   Jagged sparks flashed across the eerie sky, nearer, but still too far away. Her heart pounded against her breastbone. 
 
   Come on, God. Don’t I deserve one break? 
 
   Thunder rumbled through the black heavens, longer than it had during the two power outages earlier in the week. They were common occurrences at the estate, cured each time temporarily by generators. She’d timed the last two blackouts. Should the Almighty-in-charge-of-weather deign to knock out the main electrical feed once more, she’d have nine minutes until three thousand volts surged through the chain link fence again.
 
   Three thousand volts or face Mason when he returned tomorrow morning – not much of a choice. 
 
   The goal was simple. Escape or die trying.
 
   She still nursed wounds from her penance for that first attempt. Her hand unconsciously went to her sore ribs and she licked her cut lip. The guards hadn’t harmed her beyond bruising, but Mason enjoyed doling out his personal brand of punishment. 
 
   The psycho had actually gotten aroused as he’d beaten her. 
 
   In the dignified tone of a pompous professor, Mason had explained his actions. “Consider this step one in teaching you compliance and submission, Angelina.”
 
   He’d wasted his time.
 
   There would be no step two. 
 
   Thunder barreled across the sky, directly overhead this time, rattling the delicate glass panels between her and the storm.
 
   Ten minutes, eighteen seconds left. 
 
   Her restless fingers worried the cold silver band Mason had locked on her wrist. He’d smiled when he assured her the tracking device was for her own protection. That had been right before he promised to return by the time she’d healed.
 
   Cracked bones and bruises weren’t major concerns, but living to see her twenty-sixth birthday had become questionable.
 
   The guards had breathed a collective sigh of relief after her beating, sure that she would stay put. 
 
   Only a crazy person would try to escape again.
 
   “We’ll see who’s crazy,” she whispered. “You son-of-a – ” 
 
   Lightning exploded in a clap of thunder, so close her arm hairs stood on end. 
 
   The entire compound fell dark.
 
   Angel hit the self-timer on her watch and dropped the compass down the front of her Lycra running top beneath a butter-yellow T-shirt. Mason’s choice of color. Not hers. Combined with matching shorts, she’d stand out like a beacon when the first lights popped back on. 
 
   She pushed the French doors open and rushed into a cool rain that battered the second floor private balcony. She nudged the doors shut behind her. A worn navy blue ball cap shielded her eyes from the downpour and hid shoulder-length auburn hair she’d fastened into a ponytail. 
 
   No going back now. Guards would enter the empty bedroom by the time lights flicked on.
 
   Feeling blindly in the dark for the rail that enclosed the balcony, she gripped the ledge, climbed over then locked her legs around the ten-inch thick center column. Her arms strained to hold her body’s dead weight. Tremors shook her at the fear of falling twenty feet. Wet polished marble offered no traction to slow her descent. 
 
   She slid down the soaked surface. Friction burned both her hands and exposed legs in seconds. Tears, mixed with rain, poured down her face from the searing pain. 
 
   She lost her grip ... and clenched her muscles, waiting for the impact. She plummeted through a black vortex. Sharp points stabbed into her shoulders and hips when she landed, but no excruciating pain from a broken bone. 
 
   She’d been spared by a boxwood hedge.
 
   Like a turtle on its back in a bed of nails, she lay still, panting hard against the pain in her ribs. The insides of her legs throbbed and wet bullets of rain pelted her face. Drawing a deep breath, she kicked both feet and rolled to her side, dropping into a crouch to listen. 
 
   No thud of heavy footsteps – yet.
 
   Time to get moving. Through the darkness, she counted memorized steps across the lawn. Lightning crackled and fingered through the dark sky. When grass changed to concrete, she sidestepped around the Olympic-size pool. Raindrops slapped the chlorinated water. 
 
   Her feet met grass again exactly on count. She picked up the pace. Her shoulder bumped against a stone arbor strangled by jasmine vines. She tripped on a thick stem and went down hard, scraping her palms. 
 
   She gulped a deep breath. Listened for shouts, boots splashing across wet ground, any sound of being hunted. 
 
   Still clear.  
 
   Jumping up, she lunged into the blackness, running hard, fighting the panic exploding in her chest. 
 
   Heel to toe, heel to toe. Don’t smack the ground. 
 
   Finally, the big elm came into view during a quick flash of lightning. She stepped around the tree, sucking in short gasps of air. Running a marathon was easier than racing a hundred feet through the dark, expecting to get shot. Her heart hammered with terrified beats. She had to calm down and stick to her plan. Her hand shook violently as she made two stabs to press the button that illuminated her watch face. 
 
   Four minutes and twelve seconds. 
 
   Plenty of time if everything stayed status quo.
 
   For the past ten days she’d pretended to be afraid of her shadow. Maybe the ruse had paid off. As long as no one rushed to be Mr. Efficient and cranked the generators ahead of schedule. 
 
   She sprinted eight big steps forward and stopped. Drenched to the bone, trembling from fear, she reached out in the darkness to grasp the ten-foot-tall security fence. Survival instincts stayed her hand at the last second, but there was only one way to know if the electricity was activated.
 
   She stuck a finger on it.
 
   No tingle.
 
   She glanced up at the angry heavens. Thank you. 
 
   The current normally surging through the steel mesh could toss a grown man like a discarded rag doll. She grabbed a handhold on the fence. 
 
   Kenner’s roar of anger from the balcony reached her. 
 
   He’d found her empty bed. 
 
   Clenching one handhold then another as fast as she could, she struggled up the fence.
 
   Freedom was only a foot away. She hauled herself over the top. Her hand slipped. Soft flesh tore on the twisted ends of the chain link. She bit down hard to swallow a cry of pain. No sense giving Kenner a tip on which direction she’d run. He’d find out soon enough anyway. She slipped, kicking frantically for any foothold. Falling from this height could mean a snapped ankle, and speed was her best weapon right now. She caught a toehold, scrambled down the other side, and leaped away from the fence. 
 
   Lights blazed on across the compound. Two minutes early. 
 
   She froze. Wet chain link sizzled with renewed power. 
 
   Every survival instinct she had screamed at her to tear through the woods like a madwoman. But hitting a tree might knock her out or daze her. Instant capture. Instead, she backed away from the fence, her feet on autopilot when she turned and plowed forward. Every time lightning streaked across the sky and lit up the woods, she raced ahead, dodging trees. Thick underbrush clawed at her arms. Pain from the cuts burning her skin demanded attention. 
 
   She pushed harder. 
 
   Sheets of rain blasted through breaks in the trees. Thunder boomed overhead.
 
   How far could Mason’s men track her? 
 
   Would the storm interfere with the bracelet’s signal? She hoped for that miracle since God had been accommodating so far.
 
     A jagged branch snagged the edge of her thin shorts and ripped a searing gash across her thigh. An adrenaline spike masked the pain, but her lungs begged for oxygen. 
 
     She was an endurance runner, not a sprinter. 
 
     At an unexpected opening in the brush, she stumbled to a stop, sucking air. Snatching the gold paperweight from between her breasts, she flipped it to the compass embedded in the top. She got her bearings during the next brilliant lightning display. 
 
   The small airfield she’d seen on a map in Mason’s office should be dead ahead. 
 
   Tucking away the compass, she started to move then jerked around at a noise.
 
   Distant barking and howls broke through the deluge. Mason’s dogs trained by expert trackers. Between the animals and the stupid bracelet, they were on her trail. She pushed on with one thought – surely someone at the airfield would help her.
 
   What if they knew Mason? What if someone at the airport worked for Mason? At the very least, he flew in there and might be a client who paid for hangar space. 
 
   “What ifs” would get her killed if she slowed down. 
 
    She ran her fingers compulsively over the band of coins strapped around her waist. Those eight rare coins were as important as her next breath. 
 
   She’d sworn once that she would never go to jail again. Her one and only conviction had not been her fault. The police hadn’t believed her story then. 
 
   They’d laugh in her face this time – right before they handcuffed her. 
 
   Taking Mason’s Saint-Gauden’s Double Eagle coins had stamped her death warrant. But they didn’t belong to Mason either. He’d stolen the rare pieces from a museum to trade for what he called a once-in-a-lifetime find. Some panel made out of amber from back in the fifteenth century. 
 
   She smiled in spite of her pain. 
 
   Mason would be empty handed when it came time to deliver the coins on Sunday.
 
   One more way to pay that bastard back. If she didn’t get caught by Mason or the FBI first. 
 
   The FBI should be thrilled to have the stolen coins returned, and her testimony on Mason’s international crime ring. But no one would listen to her until she could prove she had no part in the original theft. 
 
   Mason claimed he had evidence that would implicate her in the theft. And who would the authorities believe? A local dignitary or a nobody ex-con? 
 
     As if someone had thrown a switch, the downpour fizzled into a steady shower. She burst through a break in the trees and slowed while her eyes adjusted, but moved forward steadily. 
 
   The ground fell away. She stumbled down a short drop into a ditch, landing on her knees. No pain because adrenaline still rushed through her, but she’d have bruises on bruises after this. She climbed up and touched pavement. 
 
   The runway. 
 
   The good news? No fence around this airport. She scrambled to stand and drew a quaking breath. Freedom got closer by the minute. 
 
   The bays of pursuit dogs pierced the night. They were closing in. 
 
   A fence at this point might’ve had merits.
 
   Searching past the runway, she spotted the bright glow of an open hangar a quarter of a mile away. With no time to waste, she sprinted toward the illuminated area. 
 
   Running felt good in spite of how her thigh throbbed. Blood trickled from the deep gash. Forcing her heart to pump harder only made her bleed more, but she’d survived worse. 
 
   She softened her steps as she neared the hangar then crept to the edge of the building. A tall, lanky man in mechanic’s coveralls loaded boxes into a sleek twin-prop cargo plane. 
 
   When the worker finished, he walked across the spotless floor toward a brightly lit office. 
 
   She could just make out two men on the other side of a glass door. The mechanic pushed the door open and announced the airplane was ready to go. 
 
   Angel hesitated. She’d always obeyed the law before. Now, the “slightly illegal things” she never would have done in the past just kept stacking up. Clenching her jaw against the unavoidable twinge of guilt, she made her decision. 
 
   That was the old Angel. 
 
   The new one wanted to survive and accepted that she’d never outrun those dogs on the ground. 
 
   One way or another, she was leaving on that plane.
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter 2
 
    
 
   Zane peered through the dull glass office door into the pristine hangar where Hack’s man loaded the last box into Zane’s Cessna 404 Titan. He moved over to the pot of strong coffee always ready for pilots and filled his thermos.
 
   “You ain’t listenin’, son.” 
 
   “I have to make this run,” Zane answered Hack absently, then shifted around to face the terminal manager.
 
   “You cain’t be serious ‘bout flyin’ in this mess.”  Hack laid a dog-eared queen of spades down, completing another game of solitaire.
 
     Oh, yeah, dead serious. He had five days left to prove he deserved the charter contract High Vision Enterprises had up for grabs. The other two charter groups had enough equipment and personnel to cover deliveries anywhere in the continental US. Zane was already at a disadvantage in that he only wanted the southeastern region, but he’d impressed High Vision last week by delivering a shipment the other two carriers had turned down. This was another opportunity Zane wouldn’t pass up. 
 
   Couldn’t pass up. 
 
   Zane’s skills as a pilot had given him a reputation across the business for doing what couldn’t be done. His roster of clients had grown steadily since he’d opened for his first cargo flight. But he had other reasons for going after High Vision’s business. He had a deal on the side nobody knew about. That deal hinged on getting contracts with companies like High Vision – companies of interest to the DEA. 
 
   The money he made on the side as an undercover informant would save his baby sister’s life. He’d almost lost her to her demons once. 
 
   He’d unintentionally abandoned her when he went into the military. Not again. 
 
   “I’ll be fine,” Zane said. Genetically engineered white mice, packed in the six cases being loaded on his plane, had to arrive alive and on time. He didn’t give a rat’s ass about the mice. No pun intended. But he also didn’t plan to blow the best chance he had at cinching the deal with High Vision. 
 
   “H-o-o-wee!”  Hack raised one gray eyebrow at the weather radar on the huge, outdated CRT computer monitor to his left. The dial-up connection was deadly slow, and the animated radar loop crept across the screen. “Nobody oughta fly in a front like this. Don’t be fooled none by that little break out there. It’s a comin’ in hard.”  
 
   Zane grunted just to give the old guy a response.
 
   Hack shifted his bulk to lean forward, and the vinyl office chair squeaked in protest. “You hear ‘bout that fella down in Montgomery? Told his wife he had ta fly in that bad squall come off the Gulf. Said he’d lose his contract with Shoreline Delivery if he didn’t. They used a bag to pick up parts of that man. He was scattered plumb across Alabama.”
 
   Zane shrugged. Life was a gamble. 
 
   Odds were no worse now than when he’d put everything on the line for his brothers in arms, which he’d do again in a minute.
 
   It would take more than lousy weather to make him pass up a chance to get one step closer to security for him and his sister. 
 
   Everyone vied for High Vision’s business. If he didn’t meet the delivery deadline, somebody else would the next time. 
 
   “Don’t you git it?” Hack continued. “That pilot didn’t keep the contract noways. He shoulda just stayed home. If he had, he’d be alive an’ flyin’ today.”
 
   Sure, bad weather upped the potential for a problem, but compared to Zane’s combat flight experience, making Jacksonville tonight would warrant only a little more attention than usual. Of course, his military record, training, and background appeared nowhere on the credentials for Black Jack Charters.   
 
   And neither did his real last name, Jackson. 
 
   As Zane Black, he kept his personal life separate from work, and from the sometimes-rough characters he encountered. People who wanted him to fly cargo that was illegal at best, a danger to American citizens at worst. His alter-identity had been part of the deal he’d cut with the DEA when they’d become his partner in the charter business. 
 
   They bought the plane and set him up. He busted ass to get contracts of his own – and contracts that interested them. 
 
   Damned lucrative work that was filling up a bank account for his sister’s business scary fast. 
 
   Beyond that, doing this for his country was work he believed in. Something that made hauling around smelly vermin a little easier. 
 
   He’d flown more than his share of dangerous missions in his career as a pilot. On the last one, he’d barely walked away. In the Air Force, he’d been a respected fighter pilot instead of humping commercial cargo for a living. 
 
   But that was three years ago and this was today. 
 
   Hack’s police scanner crackled with a short conversation in law enforcement code.
 
   “Slow night for the boys in blue,” Hack declared.
 
   “What happened now?” Zane asked with feigned confusion over the cryptic announcements. He’d spoken 10-codes like a native language in his former life. Police agency codes were different than military, but since he’d been doing the side work for his friends in the DEA, he’d learned the police agency usage. He knew exactly what the codes squawking on that radio meant, and what had transpired.
 
   “Got a couple hotheads havin’ at it in a beer joint parkin’ lot down the road.”
 
   Hack’s man loading the Titan shoved the office door open and announced, “All fueled and loaded. Ready to go. You got to feed those critters if you’re late?” 
 
   Zane lifted a shoulder. “Beats me. Vision doesn’t make allowances for late. Thanks, Tyler. I’ll close it up.” He preferred to shut the cargo hatch himself and know for sure everything was buttoned up tight. 
 
   With a nod, Tyler pulled the door closed, strolled across the hangar, and disappeared into the maintenance shop. 
 
   Rain drummed against the metal roof.
 
   “H-o-o-wee. Listen to it come down out there. You hang around and we’ll have us a couple hands o’ poker.” 
 
   Zane ignored Hack. A blur of yellow in the hangar caught his attention. 
 
   He couldn’t believe his eyes. 
 
   Had a woman just slipped into his airplane? 
 
   Was she nuts? 
 
   And where in the hell had she come from? 
 
   Zane snatched up the thermos. “Thanks for the coffee.”  He left before Hack could offer one more warning about aeronautic suicide. The last thing he needed tonight was trouble, even if it came in a long-legged package.
 
   When he stepped outside, an odd sound carried on the swirling wind. Misting rain drifted through the haze of light beyond the hangar. 
 
   He stopped to listen. 
 
   Dogs bayed in the distance. Bobbing lights flashed near the woods at the far side of the runway. It didn’t take a detective to figure out they were hunting something – or someone. 
 
   His stowaway was sadly mistaken if she thought he’d help a fugitive.
 
   Zane paused.
 
   A fugitive on the run from the law would be all over Hack’s police scanner, but the only alert sent out in the last thirty minutes had been the parking lot bar brawl.
 
   Concern tapped along his spine. 
 
   He stuck his head inside the cargo door of the Titan and scanned the secured load. The tie-down straps were cinched tight, as they should be. Hundreds of tiny toenails scratched frantically against the aerated crates. A faint putrid smell accompanied the chattering racket. 
 
   In the shadows at the rear, he spotted a bruised leg. Blood trickled from deep scratches. His vision adjusted. Two enormous, terrified, whiskey-dark eyes came into focus between a break in the crates.
 
     Who was she and why were they after her?
 
   And if the police weren’t the ones chasing her, who had turned dogs loose to track her?
 
   Amplified barks and howls echoed louder across the airfield. The bleeding leg disappeared and the two eyes ducked away. A memory crashed into him of his younger sister, battered and bleeding, in the wrong place at the wrong time. 
 
   No one had lifted a finger to help her. 
 
   Three years of buried guilt roared to the surface. He’d cursed the spineless men who’d turned deaf ears to his sister’s screams.
 
   He’d cursed himself worse for not being there to save her.
 
   Zane climbed inside, slammed the cargo door behind him, then tossed the thermos into a bag on the floor. He moved forward into the left seat, cranked the engines, and jerked on his headset.
 
   As he pulled out to taxi, he passed two black Land Rovers screaming into the airport, sliding to a stop on the taxiway to his left. Out jumped five men in dark suits with bodies the size of refrigerators. 
 
   Static crackled in his ear. He keyed the radio to activate the automatic runway lights then spoke into his headset microphone. “November Zero Niner Niner Five Papa preparing for takeoff.”  
 
   Two trackers with dogs appeared in his headlights, further down the runway. The ensemble raced toward him. Both men struggled to keep up with hounds charging against their leashes, amped up on the scent of the hunt. 
 
   Zane gunned the engine, taxied straight ahead. 
 
   Hack’s excited voice burst inside his headset. “Zane, come on back. Got some men here want to see you.”
 
   What if the brutes were with law enforcement? He’d have to hand her over. No woman was worth getting arrested and having people digging around into his background.
 
   A hundred yards ahead, men dove away from the churning props, dragging the bloodhounds with them. 
 
   He clicked on his mike. “Are they Feds?”
 
   “No. Private security, but they really want to talk. Says there’s big money in it for you.”
 
   Big money had a suspicious ring to it. Zane continued to flip levers. “What type of security?” 
 
   He swung around the far end of the taxiway, barely slowing. A squeak sounded in the rear, but he couldn’t decide if it had four legs or two. 
 
   Two sets of high beams shot around the opposite end of the runway thirty-five hundred feet away to face him. What was the chance those headlights belonged to the two sport utilities full of muscle? Pretty fucking good. 
 
   He eased the throttles forward. 
 
   What kind of trouble was this woman in?
 
   To keep an eye on his cargo, he’d installed a rear view mirror. He shot a quick look at the cargo hold. A pair of wide eyes stared back, more panicked than before.
 
   He understood that look. 
 
   She was running for her life.
 
   After a long silence, Hack finally answered his question. “Private security, uh, like ... Big Joe Levetti.”
 
   Hair stood up across Zane’s neck. 
 
   Hack had always joked that Big Joe had D-E-A-T-H tattooed across his knuckles. No way would Zane turn that haunted, frightened woman over to a bunch of hired guns. 
 
   He barked one last message into the radio. “You’re breaking up. I’ve got IFR clearance from center. I’m gone.”  As the aircraft picked up speed, the four headlights racing toward him grew larger. Zane gripped the controls tighter. His pilot’s manual didn’t cover playing chicken in a loaded Titan on a rainy night. But his military experience made this an easy call. 
 
   Besides, he’d never been one to play by the rules. 
 
   Buffeted by the wind, the plane rocked and careened closer to the Land Rovers, the distance between them shortening with every second. He mentally calculated the added weight of the stowaway in the back. 
 
   He’d never get this aircraft up before reaching the vehicles if they held their ground. 
 
   He’d never be able to stop in time either. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter 3
 
    
 
   Two Range Rovers bore down the runway, seconds from colliding with Zane’s Titan. 
 
   He clenched the yoke, shoving harder, demanding all his twin turbocharged engines could give him. His aircraft plowed into the force of the wind, fighting to lift off the runway. He counted seconds.
 
   Five ... four ... three...
 
   Headlights peeled off in opposite directions at the last second. 
 
   He shot the space between them and felt the lumbering craft catch air. 
 
   “Yes!”  Zane laughed out loud and exhaled a deep breath at the same time. He hadn’t felt an adrenaline kick this strong since running his last missions. 
 
   On the radar, a gap in the weather had opened up to the west. Not a trouble-free route, but a safer one for the moment. He radioed for permission to alter his flight plan. 
 
   When he got approval, he maneuvered his plane up to the new altitude where the skies were friendlier and free of traffic. Hack would tell him that’s because no other fool would be flying in this. After placing the Titan on autopilot, Zane whipped off his headset and unbuckled. 
 
   With a small window of time before things got dicey, he wanted answers from his stowaway.
 
   He hit the dome light switch and twisted around to look over his shoulder, calling back, “Welcome to Black Jack Airlines, now known as Fleeing Felons Express. Sure you’re on the right flight?”
 
   Between the Titan’s motor rumble, rain slapping the metal skin, and mice digging to China, he didn’t think his stowaway had heard him. A small voice in his brain needled him. Did you stop to consider if she was a mental escapee – with a gun or a knife?
 
   No. Gut instinct had saved him too many times to question it now. Besides, that would still have been all over law enforcement radio. This woman needed help.
 
   “Want some coffee?” he asked a little louder and swung his legs around to the side of his seat. He didn’t want to go get her, but neither did he intend to fly with her unrestrained if she didn’t convince him she was no danger. 
 
   No answer. 
 
   “Coffee’s all that’s offered on this flight.”  He watched as large curious eyes appeared. Then her lips moved, but he couldn’t hear her. He cupped his ear to let her know and to hopefully draw her closer. 
 
   “Coffee’s good,” she called out in a cautious voice barely discernable over the noisy cargo. 
 
   “I’ve got it on autopilot. Can’t leave the cockpit. Come on up here.”
 
   A dirty yellow running shoe appeared first, followed by an endless leg from behind the crates. When the second shoe and sleek limb slid out, he took in every inch of her smoking legs flawed only by cuts and bruises. 
 
   His temper flared at whatever had caused her to end up in this shape. His fist curled with the need to pound someone, but who? Lock down your temper and keep things calm. 
 
   She slowly unfolded a body that had to be stiff from cramming into a tight spot. The painful grimace that followed confirmed her discomfort.
 
   Man, she had to be at least five-eight. Thin, athletic women had never appealed to him. His taste ran along the lines of lush curves with an accommodating disposition.
 
   How long since he’d had either? Too long. 
 
   Passenger seats had been removed for maximum capacity in the Titan. Stooped over, his stowaway traversed the narrow passage along the twelve feet of cargo space, reaching out to the crates and the cabin’s low ceiling for support along the way. 
 
   Her muted yellow T-shirt, still soaked from the rain, clung suggestively to her chest.
 
   Okay, she had curves after all, and in the right places, but he wasn’t at home in a Ft. Lauderdale bar about to exchange addresses, and this woman had a bad-ass bunch of men chasing her. Now that he’d plunged into the fray and swept their prize out of reach, they’d probably come after him. 
 
   That bothered him even less than the weather. 
 
   But who was she? Some rich guy’s toy of the month? 
 
   Women couldn’t stay out of trouble. He knew first hand. 
 
   She raised her head until the bill of her ball cap no longer hid her face. Two of the prettiest doe-shaped amber eyes adorned with thick cinnamon lashes gazed at him tentatively. She chewed on her lip. Hesitant. Fingers trembling. 
 
   Seeing that hit him in the gut. 
 
   No matter what her story was, no woman deserved to be run to ground like an animal by a bunch of hired goons. 
 
   He’d give her a moment to settle her nerves before strapping her into the co-pilot’s seat where he could keep an eye on her. Reaching over, he swatted several rags off a metal box that was tied down behind the right seat. 
 
   Splitting his attention between the controls and her, he turned to tell her she was welcome to sit down. That’s when he got a close look at the cuts and bruises on her legs. Some spots were yellowed from being a day or two old. 
 
   The temper he’d buckled down broke loose. “What the hell happened to you?” 
 
   She backed up a step.
 
   Damn. Way to go, dickhead. As if she wasn’t a step from diving out of the plane as it was. He had solid control of his flash temper, except for a few things, and nothing snapped his control faster than a man harming a woman. Now he regretted leaving Hack’s airport before having a heart to heart, or fist to nose, with those goons. 
 
   Scrubbing a hand over his face did little to wipe away his anger. Zane took a long breath and tried again. This time in a human voice. “Sorry, didn’t mean to yell. Please, have a seat.”  
 
   Either she believed him or was too spent to stand bent over any longer and moved toward the metal box. She cupped her arm protectively around her waist as she leaned over and his first thought was she had internal injuries. 
 
   But the movement pulled her T-shirt tight enough to outline a bulge around her middle that didn’t belong to that slender build. 
 
   What could she be wearing like a belt? 
 
   A money belt? Had she stolen something after all? 
 
   Before he could say another word, a call over the radio beckoned him.
 
   ~*~
 
   Angel caught the pilot’s pointed look at her arm that shielded the coins hidden beneath her shirt. He’d noticed, been curious, but, thank God, he hadn’t said anything. That would open a line of dialogue she’d just as soon avoid. When he twisted around to face the cockpit, he slid his headset back over his ears and spoke into his mike.
 
   She eased down onto the makeshift seat. 
 
   Her hand shook when she brushed a loose hair behind her ear. 
 
   Get a grip. She’d accomplished the impossible and gotten away from Mason Lorde. For now. 
 
   Not exactly a textbook escape, but she had no complaints – now that they were airborne. Of course, she’d had her doubts about that back on the runway. 
 
   Who was this guy? 
 
   Why hadn’t he handed her over to Mason’s men?
 
   She glanced toward heaven for a moment. Not complaining, mind you. Just sayin’ it’s strange.
 
   He’d known she was hiding on his plane when he taxied out of the hangar, but still lifted off with men chasing them. That departure had been anything but standard. And he’d actually laughed after barely missing those two sport utilities. 
 
   Her stomach muscles hadn’t unclenched yet. 
 
   Had she stowed away with Indiana Jones or a lunatic? 
 
   And now that he’d helped her, what would he want from her? Nobody did anything for free. Especially not men. Every man she’d ever known had used her to get something he wanted.
 
   “What’s your name?”  The pilot’s deep voice interrupted her thoughts. 
 
   She gazed up into the cocoa eyes of her savior. Big guy, at least three or four inches over six feet. His leather flight jacket hugged impressive shoulders and he had the thick chest of a jock, maybe a linebacker. 
 
   Those warm eyes patiently waiting for an answer didn’t look crazy. 
 
   Short black hair had been cut and styled with careless abandon that pulled off sexy without trying. His face was carved of sharp lines from the narrow nose to his square jaw. Not a soft place anywhere except those thick black eyelashes that would be too pretty on a less rugged male. 
 
   Words flew around her mind when she looked at him. 
 
   Daring. Powerful. Rogue. 
 
   Maybe Indy Jones did exist.
 
   Constantly monitoring all those gauges and lights in the cockpit, he reached past his seat and snatched up a second pair of headphones that he handed her.
 
   As she slipped them on, she heard him say, “Now we can talk without yelling and I can monitor the radio. What’s your name?”
 
   “Angel.”  That’s all anyone needed to know. Angelina Farentino had been many things – a star athlete, a courier, a convict. But Angel was the woman inside who wanted a new life with new dreams and no prison record.   
 
   “Zane Black, at your service.”  His firm lips widened in a devilish grin. 
 
   That smile could melt an iceberg. 
 
   She finally remembered her manners. “Thank you for ... what you did.” For that she got a dismissive nod as if he rescued women every day. Maybe he did. 
 
   He seemed to be waiting for her to volunteer information.
 
   Not going to happen. She searched for something to keep the topic about him. “Impressive take off.”
 
   Waving a hand in dismissal, he said, “That was nothing. Piece o’ cake.”
 
   This one almost certainly turned female heads regularly with those beautiful eyes and that devil-may-care smile, but she’d always found one thing more attractive in a man than all that – confidence – and Zane Black had it in spades. 
 
   But what did she know? 
 
   She’d found Mason attractive at first, too. 
 
   Zane’s eyes twinkled with amusement. “Impressive escape on your part. How far did you have to run?”
 
   “Not far.” 
 
   The silence stretched between them, urging her to say more, but she knew better. She’d volunteered information once that had convicted her of a crime she never committed. She’d volunteered information a second time and was running for her life because of it.
 
   Time to stop being so blasted helpful. 
 
   Zane’s curious gaze traveled down her damp T-shirt to her waist. 
 
   She wrapped her arms across her middle. Poor attempt to hide the obvious bulge the coins created. She held her breath, expecting the inevitable questions.
 
   Why were those men chasing you? 
 
   What did they want? 
 
   And, of course, what did you do wrong? 
 
   But, surprisingly, none of those came out of his mouth.
 
   Instead, he pulled a towel from a duffel bag behind his seat. “Here, why don’t you dry off? If you’re cold, I have a blanket in the back.”
 
   On the heels of being imprisoned and abused at the hands of Mason, this stranger’s consideration left her speechless until she remembered her brain needed to shake loose a response.
 
   “Thanks. I’m not cold, just a little tired.”  Her adrenaline rush had bled out, leaving aches, pains, and exhaustion in its wake. Only frayed nerves kept her from keeling over. “I’d love that coffee now.”  
 
   He poured some in a thick paper cup and handed it to her. His fingers brushed hers when she took the offering, catching her off guard at the sensation that wicked under her skin. She shifted on the metal box, angling her legs to get more comfortable, which might have been easier if every move didn’t send pain shafting through her body. 
 
   The sexy pilot lost his smile when he took in her legs once more and studied them with grim assessment. “We need to clean you up.” 
 
   “I’m fine, really,” she protested mildly, not wanting to be touched. “Just a few scratches.”  Minor injuries from her run compared to Mason’s abuse.
 
   “You are a badass if that’s just a few scratches.”  He grinned, underscoring that he found her harrowing getaway impressive. 
 
   She couldn’t recall the last time she’d impressed anyone with anything except her running speed, and warmed at his teasing compliment. 
 
   Ignoring her claim that she was okay, he made a quick check on things in his cockpit then unhooked a first-aid kit mounted on the wall near his seat. Removing assorted medical supplies, he reached for her leg then hesitated, his hand in mid-air obviously waiting for her permission. 
 
   Long seconds passed as they locked stares. 
 
   Just give him a nod. How could she not after all he’d done? Her stomach clenched. Lowering her guard and trusting a man had put her in this position. 
 
   Zane continued to hold his hand out with endless patience written in his face. No man was that patient.
 
   She wouldn’t bleed to death. Mason hadn’t raped her, yet, but he’d left her reluctant to allow any man to touch her. The reasons to say no just kept piling up in her head until Zane withdrew his hand and eased back.
 
   Understanding filled his eyes. 
 
   How could he understand? 
 
   She didn’t know, but he did. And the fact that he did was the tipping point that caused her to reconsider his offer. This man was not the enemy and she had no one to turn to. He was offering help. All she had to do was give a tiny bit of trust. 
 
   Hadn’t he earned that by risking his life to save her? 
 
   Offering him an apologetic smile, she lifted one leg for him to clean. His long fingers wrapped around her ankle and her pulse jumped. 
 
   He tenderly cleaned the cuts with an antiseptic cloth. It stung, but she could handle that better than the embarrassment of a stranger seeing what Mason had done. 
 
   No man would ever lay a hand on her again and walk away unscathed. 
 
   Zane lingered over a particularly nasty bruise. 
 
   She knew the minute he noticed the difference between fresh injuries she’d gained during her escape and those she’d had longer. He drew a slow breath as if trying to get past the fading yellow and blue splotches. 
 
   But he said nothing and she silently thanked him. 
 
   The airplane skimmed along through inky darkness punctuated by flashes of light from storm clouds a little ways off. She closed her eyes, fantasizing that she could stay up here forever where she was safe. An unfamiliar feeling. 
 
   Warm fingers grazed her legs with more care than she’d known since her mother had died. 
 
   After Mason’s brutality, this man’s consideration was a balm to her ragged emotions. She hadn’t felt the sting of tears in years because she’d simply refused to cry, but Zane’s kindness drew on emotions she’d buried to survive. 
 
   He’d lulled her into a semi-comatose state until he replaced the cloth with fingers that glided across her skin, applying a salve. 
 
   Her eyes flew open to see the top of his head where he bent over her leg. Close enough to smell his fresh aftershave. Her skin tingled and came alive. She clamped her lips shut to keep from sucking in air at the way her body was reacting. Heat sizzled along her legs, racing up to where they met and...
 
   He leaned forward, his hands moving higher along her leg.
 
   She bit hard on her back teeth, determined not to tremble and give him the wrong idea. He was only smoothing antibiotic cream over her skin, not trying to tantalize her. 
 
   Tell that to your body. 
 
   Her next breath drew in a scent of male, lots of male. The sexy combination overrode her shaky nerves to ignite a burst of feminine response – the last thing she’d expected. 
 
   Sure as heck hadn’t seen that coming. What could be wrong with her to be turned on now of all times? 
 
   One look at the attractive pilot answered her question. 
 
   She liked large men. And sexy men. 
 
   Zane Black fit the bill on both counts. He was gorgeous and had the kind of touch a woman craved. 
 
   Her breathing hitched.
 
   He glanced up. His warm eyes darkened with a gleam of interest. 
 
   She gave him a that-wasn’t-what-you-thought-you-heard shrug and waited to see if her bluff worked or if he was going to make a crack about how she could join the mile-high club. 
 
   But he didn’t. With a quick look at his instruments, he went back to his ministrations. 
 
   Life had been strange to this point, but not this strange. She’d escaped a maniac who would unleash all his extensive resources to find her. Mason would be out of his mind over losing the fortune in rare coins, but he also had a deadline for delivering them. 
 
   Regardless, if she handed those over to him now, he wouldn’t let her walk away. 
 
   No one embarrassed Mason and survived. 
 
   She had a chance. Slim, but still a chance if tonight was any sign. 
 
   Being saved by a dark warrior who could turn a nun’s head topped everything she’d faced before.
 
   At Zane’s gentle pull, her leg moved up and across his lap as he sat straighter. 
 
   She didn’t resist, didn’t want to. After six days of pure torture, Angel struggled to muster the cool disinterest she normally offered men. But Zane applied salve over her legs as earnestly as a sculptor working on his masterpiece. 
 
   A warm tremor stirred in the pit of her stomach again. Her breathing quickened at the intimate contact. 
 
   Dammit, there couldn’t be a worse time for her to be attracted to a man, but clearly her body lived in the moment with no concern for the future. After all the misery men had put her through, she could come up with only one explanation for this strange attraction. As part of her training for a triathlon she’d hoped to compete in, she’d taken a survival course. The instructor had explained how complete strangers would bond almost immediately when thrown into life and death situations. 
 
   Made sense. 
 
   Mix fear of dying and adrenaline overload with one mouth-watering, white-knight hunk for instant attraction. 
 
   And that would explain her lack of a love life since she hadn’t run into anyone like Zane before. 
 
   “Let me see your arms,” he said.
 
   She jerked at his voice.
 
   His chest moved with a sigh she couldn’t hear. “Sorry, didn’t mean to startle you.”  
 
   “No.” She lifted her hand in apology. “I’m jumpy.”  
 
   “With reason.”  He smiled and her silly heart felt special.
 
   Without thinking, she extended her free arm for him to see the scratched skin. Stupid move. That was the arm with the plain silver band locked on her wrist. 
 
   When he said nothing about it, she relaxed. He probably ignored the bracelet as a piece of junk jewelry. 
 
   One she had to remove soon.
 
   Asking for a hacksaw right now might throw a kink into how well things were going. If Zane knew that bracelet was a tracking device, he’d jump to the conclusion that she was a criminal and bring in the police. That would be major FUBAR.
 
   Never again would she blatantly trust anyone, especially the law.
 
   Locked away for ten days with Mason and his death squad had reminded her just how vulnerable a woman could be, no matter what kind of physical condition she maintained. 
 
   Zane’s deep voice boomed in her headphones. “Speaking of being jumpy and given the send off we just got – want to tell me what’s going on? I can radio ahead to have someone in law enforcement meet us at the next stop.”  His concerned voice flowed over her like a hot shower on a winter morning, but the question snapped her back to cold reality. 
 
   He’d waited longer to ask those questions than she’d expected, and he deserved an answer. But telling this guy anything significant would be foolhardy. 
 
   Still, she despised lying. 
 
   Her mother had lied constantly about drinking even when her breath reeked of cheap whiskey. She’d lied her way straight into a casket, abandoning Angel. 
 
   Her father had lied for years about how he lost a job and where he went at night. Then, to convince the District Attorney he was giving up everyone, her father had told the all-time whopper about her toting drugs. He’d never been much of a parent, but that had shriveled up what was left of her heart. 
 
   The wimpy attorney she’d been assigned had lied about trying to win her case, and made the bare minimum of court-required visits while she lingered in jail. 
 
   No one took responsibility for the truth. 
 
   She’d tell the truth or say nothing. 
 
   Lies had cost her a future she’d trained years to earn. Her life had changed irrevocably seven years ago, but then, as always, she’d adapted. Now, however, she might spend the rest of her days in a federal prison for getting involved with Mason Lorde. 
 
   Men and lies went hand in hand. 
 
   Even if this pilot were different, she’d never see him again. The less he knew, the better off they’d both be.
 
   “Angel, maybe—”
 
   “Have you ever had a relationship go bad?” she asked. 
 
   “A few that were difficult, but not quite that bad.”  Zane raised an eyebrow loaded with skepticism.
 
   “It’s complicated. I won’t burden you.”  You wouldn’t believe me anyhow.
 
   “Burden me. I have nowhere to go for a while.”  
 
   Just my luck to be rescued by Dr. Phil. Damn. “I wanted out of an arrangement. He didn’t see it my way.”  Angel lifted her shoulders to sell her escape as no big deal. 
 
   Rain pattered against the outer covering of the fuselage and the cargo chattered during the empty pause. 
 
   Zane’s eyes hardened. 
 
   He probably assumed she meant a personal relationship. She should be so lucky to have a normal woman’s problems. To clear up his confusion would involve details she could never share. 
 
   After several seconds, he held out his hand to her. “Let’s check your other arm.” 
 
   She hesitated to uncover her middle and couldn’t take another moment of his hands on her skin. Not if she wanted to keep her ridiculous hormones under control. “I’m okay, really. Thank you.”  
 
   Don’t ask me about what’s bulging under my shirt. 
 
   His eyes flickered with a moment of indecision that raised hairs on her skin in warning, but he didn’t press her further. 
 
   In an effort to change the subject, she asked, “Where’re we headed?” 
 
   “Jacksonville.”  
 
   Her quota of divine help had just run out. 
 
   Mason had a division in Jacksonville. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter 4
 
    
 
   “You’re landing at the Jacksonville International Airport?”  A frisson of worry slipped into Angel’s voice in spite of her effort to sound casual. Could Mason’s men have gotten Zane’s flight plan? 
 
   Zane eyed her as though he could see right through to the secrets she harbored, but he shook his head. “No. I’m making a delivery to a client at a private airfield.”
 
   “How, uh, soon?”
 
   “Little over an hour if the storm doesn’t force me to circle too far out.”  He turned toward the control panel, searching for something amid the mass of lights and gauges, then faced her again, apparently satisfied for the moment. “Where you headed?”
 
   “South.”  That was as good a directional choice as any. To avoid focusing on herself any longer, she pushed the subject off course. “Is this your plane?”
 
   “Yep. I have a charter company.”  
 
   “What kind of charters?”  Seemed like a cargo pilot wouldn’t have to work in the middle of the night, flying through storms. Not that she was complaining since she’d benefited by whatever had forced him to fly in this mess. 
 
   “I handle special cargo that normally can’t be transported by most commercial carriers. We’re based in Ft. Lauderdale at Sunshine Airfield. Those ventilated boxes contain lab mice my client needs right away. I’m headed home as soon as I deliver them.”
 
   She gulped coffee to cover a shudder. Ugh, she hated rats. The slight smell and frantic scratching emanating from the boxes suddenly made sense. 
 
   “Sounds like an expensive way to ship rodents.”   
 
   “These are special rodents.”  
 
   “They do tricks?”  She couldn’t resist teasing him if for no other reason than to get another dose of that hot smile of his. 
 
   She got her wish. 
 
   He answered her with a grin that made her want to preen under his attention. She barely stopped herself from sighing before a slap of common sense tamped down her burgeoning attraction.
 
   Hadn’t Mason turned her head just as easily? 
 
   All charm and teasing when she’d worked in his warehouse. Too late, she’d found out what kind of animal hid behind the million-dollar smile and impeccable manners. This pilot might behave like a perfect gentleman, but only a fool flirted with a man who’d helped her escape without even knowing who she was or why she’d been running. 
 
   Would she ever learn? 
 
   Confusion crossed Zane’s face. “What’s wrong?”
 
   She flushed the irritation from her face and gave him a polite smile. “Nothing. I just wondered how long the airplane would fly by itself.”  Yeah, right. Well, she had thought about that a few minutes ago. To support her claim, she glanced at the controls. 
 
   “We’re good until I take it off of autopilot in just a minute.”  He put away the first-aid kit and shifted to face forward in the left seat. “We’ll be hitting a rough patch of weather soon. You should come up here and buckle in.”
 
   Having never flown, and definitely not in a small plane, she hesitated at the idea of being buckled in so close to the windshield. 
 
   Limitless black heavens changed from a constant patter of rain to a loud drumming over the entire craft. 
 
   Zane issued a quick order. “Jump in the co-pilot’s seat now before it gets worse.” 
 
   Wrong time to have a distracted pilot. 
 
   She bent her legs to stand, gritting her teeth at the ache in her stiff muscles. She managed to get into the seat and not hang herself on the headphone cord. 
 
   He reached over without waiting for her okay this time and secured her harness, then took control of the airplane. She didn’t move a muscle while the plane dipped and bucked against the turbulent atmosphere. 
 
   Zane calmly discussed weather and exchanged flight information with an air traffic controller. Vicious wind and rain pummeled the outer shell. When the fuselage shuddered hard several times, she questioned her choice of nights to run.
 
   But without the storm there would have been no escape. 
 
   Temperature outside the plane had cooled. Her damp clothes chilled her to the bone, but she refused to complain while Zane had his hands full flying in this mess. 
 
   Warm air began to migrate through her space. When another dry towel fell in her lap, she wrapped it around her shoulders and cut her eyes left. He maneuvered the buffeted aircraft with amazing dexterity. 
 
   In the middle of fighting a storm, he’d actually noticed the goose bumps on her arm? And he’d cared enough to pause what he was doing and try to make it better. Could this man be just as decent as he seemed? Where had Zane Black been when she’d been in the market for a nice guy? 
 
   The airplane dropped hard in a downdraft. 
 
   Her stomach lurched. Just when she thought her heart might climb into her throat from sheer terror, Zane glanced over long enough to wink and smile. 
 
   That little reassurance was all she needed.
 
   Air Traffic Control finally cleared them to enter the Jacksonville air space. The aircraft began to drop steadily. Nothing in the darkness below resembled an airport.
 
   He pressed his mike, but didn’t talk. Down below, out of nowhere, two straight lines of white lights beamed up from a tiny spot on the ground. Would the landing be as wild as the take off? 
 
   The aircraft lights danced across the wet runway ahead of them. She wrapped her arms around the harness and held her breath, but the touch down was surprisingly smooth. 
 
   A light mist drizzled against the windshield as he slowed the plane. 
 
   Halogen lights glowed over the flat terrain surrounding the airport.
 
   This facility appeared larger than the one they’d departed near Raleigh. Three imposing hangars and a single-story brick terminal stood along one side of the airport. 
 
   As he finished his radio confirmation, Zane taxied to a parking spot near the center hangar. With the engines silent, chattering noise from the aerated crates echoed through the cabin. He flipped off his headset. 
 
   “Why don’t you stay put until I locate my client then we’ll get something to eat?” he suggested. 
 
   “Sure thing.”  Not a chance. What if this pilot called in the police? He might even think he was doing her a favor. She hadn’t seen any vehicles pulling into the airport as they taxied to the hangars, which might mean the men chasing her hadn’t gotten Zane’s flight plan. 
 
   Settling back into the seat to convince him she was content to wait, she hoped he’d be gone long enough for her to disable or remove the armband. There had to be tools on board. Surely Mason’s men couldn’t track her this far away, but no point in taking that chance.
 
   Zane opened the cargo hatch and left the steps in place when he exited the airplane. 
 
   Angel waited until he’d walked around to the opposite side and headed toward the terminal where soft lights glowed inside. She’d been eyeing a pair of yellow work gloves on the floor behind his seat and reached over to snag them. They swallowed her hands, but she could make them work. Unbuckling her harness, she hurried to the rear of the cargo hold to search through the darkness for a bag or storage bin. 
 
   She ran her hands across a rectangular box mounted against the wall. The latch popped open. With a shaft of ambient light drifting in from the open hatch, she could identify a screwdriver, pliers, and a file kind of thing, but smiled when her gloved fingers caught on two sharp points – tin snips. 
 
   Maybe her luck hadn’t run out after all. 
 
   She caught the sound of someone calling out a greeting and started forward in the cabin. Through the rain-streaked window next to the pilot’s seat, she spied Zane speaking with a man wearing khaki pants and a windbreaker. His client. That meant Zane would be back soon. She dropped down and quickly cut through the bracelet, then crimped the metal pieces several times, hoping to destroy the tracking components. 
 
   Another peek outside the cockpit and her moment of relief came to a screeching halt.
 
   A black Land Rover bearing the signature gold triangle of Lorde Industries crept into the airport and parked next to the far hangar. Dread fingered across her skin. Mason’s men had tracked her after all, which meant they must have gotten access to Zane’s flight plan. She checked Zane to see if he’d noticed the Land Rover, but he stood talking with his back to the vehicle.
 
   Life never got any easier. 
 
   Her pulse throbbed in her throat. If Mason’s men caught her with the coins she had no bargaining power and no way out of this mess. And Zane Black would be a mere inconvenience in their way. 
 
   She searched through the bag he’d pulled the thermos from earlier. She’d never been one to pilfer through someone else’s personal belongings, but this wasn’t a normal circumstance. Her hand closed around a flashlight. Bingo.
 
   Most of the containers in the cargo hold were consigned to High Vision Laboratories. Shielding the light from the windows, she ran the beam close over the labels on miscellaneous packages and boxes in the rear. 
 
   She had to find one not slated for Jacksonville. 
 
   Giving up the coins could mean her death, but the last thing she wanted to do was get caught by Mason’s men with the coins on her. She’d have zero bargaining power. 
She’d hide them in a package in here, then once she had them back, she’d stick to her plan and find someone to corroborate her alibi for the day they were stolen.
 
   None of this would’ve happened if she hadn’t recognized a stolen painting hidden in Mason’s warehouse. The priceless work of art had been plastered all over the news for the better part a week. Shocked by the discovery, her first thought had been that she had a chance to prove she was an employee worthy of trust. She’d innocently brought the painting to the attention of her sainted employer and put her life in jeopardy. 
 
   Now all she wanted from the FBI was freedom and a slot in the WITSEC program where Mason couldn’t get to her. 
 
   Why not? She had no family and no life at this point.
 
   A soft package three-foot square, a foot thick and covered in brown paper lay in the very back of the cabin. The company label on the upper left corner stated, “Best custom boat enclosures east of the Mississippi.”  She made a mental note that it was addressed to the Security Office for the Gulf Winds Marina in Ft. Lauderdale, Florida, Attention: Slip 18. 
 
   Not as close geographically as she’d like, but a safe distance from Mason’s home turf – and a long way from here. She just hoped she could reach Gulf Winds Marina by the time the coins arrived and that the boat owner was in no rush to install the boat curtains. 
 
   First she had to live long enough to reach the marina.
 
   Removing the gloves, she carefully pried the wrapping tape away from the paper covering the package and ran her hand deep into the heavy canvas material, feeling seams and pockets. Groping blindly along the edge of the material, she snagged a hemmed pocket wide enough to slip three fingers inside. 
 
   With a quick jerk of the plastic sleeve of coins under her T-shirt, the clear tape holding the ends together broke. 
 
   Feeding the narrow sleeve of coins into the canvas pocket was tedious as pushing a rope. Once she’d pressed the tape on the large package back in place, Angel scurried forward and wiped down everything she’d touched without the gloves, including the tin snips she put back into the tool box. 
 
   She’d been convicted of a crime she didn’t commit based on a single fingerprint. Never again. 
 
   Her cellmate had laughed at her over the fastidious habit that bordered on OCD, but Angel ignored the jibes. After a year in jail, wiping anything she touched was now as ingrained as taking her next breath.
 
   Rushing to the window, she made one more quick check of Zane’s position. 
 
   He was headed back to the airplane. 
 
   She searched the area beyond him. The man in khakis he’d spoken to was nowhere in sight. 
 
   Neither was the black sport utility with the triangle logo.
 
   Good sign or bad sign?
 
   She had to make a run for it. Now.
 
   Angel tiptoed down the steps, cringing when one creaked. Her legs were pumping before her feet touched pavement. She scurried through the shadows, down to the front of several private airplanes secured with ropes to the tarmac. 
 
   The rain had ceased and every sound seemed amplified. 
 
   Her heart raced at the tiny noise her sneakers made even though she moved softly between the planes. She stooped next to a yellow aircraft with a double black stripe along its fuselage that glowed like a midnight sun. 
 
   Through the stillness, she caught the sound of Zane’s shoes scrunching against the steps to his airplane, no more than seventy-five feet away. 
 
   Something scraped the pavement near Angel. 
 
   Her hair stood on end. She froze and listened for another sound to tell which way someone was moving. Two seconds passed and fear overran all caution.
 
   She made a half pivot away, foot lifted to take off. 
 
   A thick arm clamped around her chest and jerked her back against a hard-as-concrete wall of body. 
 
   “No!”  She choked the word out before his hairy-knuckled hand cut off her next breath. Kicking frantically, she fought to break loose. The stench of nicotine on his fingers gave Vic away. He ran Mason’s Jacksonville division. 
 
   He dragged her backwards. 
 
   Angel dug in her heels to slow him down. Muscles contracted in her chest. She couldn’t breathe. He got her to the nose of the yellow airplane, but no farther.
 
   Vic made a gurgling sound, then his hands jerked away. 
 
   She spun out of his grasp. 
 
   He struggled in a headlock of Zane’s powerful arms. 
 
   “You know this guy?” Zane barked, clearly in control of the situation.
 
   “He jumped me.”  
 
   A strangled noise wheezed out of Vic. Zane wrenched a little tighter. “Go call the police.”
 
   “No!”  
 
   “No?”
 
   Angel silently pleaded for him to understand, glad that Zane had the upper hand and Vic had come alone. “Thanks for the ride. I’m sorry.” 
 
   She turned and ran.
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter 5
 
    
 
   “Who are you?”  Zane loosened his grip enough to let the mugger speak. He had a Keltec .32 stuffed in his boot, but hadn’t taken the time to pull it out when he’d had the opening to grab this guy in a chokehold. His captive reeked of cigarette stench and heavy aftershave. 
 
   How did this goon know Angel?  
 
   The stocky bruiser, a head shorter than Zane, appeared neither threatened nor concerned. “Take your hands off of me, you fool.”  
 
   Shouldn’t he be concerned since I have the clear advantage? Of course, back in his special ops day, Zane had known guys on the team who were much shorter than him that he never wanted as an enemy. Silent and deadly.
 
   But this guy was nothing more than a thug.
 
   Zane ground his teeth at the absurdity of all this. Angel might have done him a favor by not calling the police. High Vision had made it clear they did not tolerate unnecessary media attention, regardless of the reason. They had enough bad media with PETA groups. 
 
   And the DEA wouldn’t be any happier to see Zane’s face in the news either.
 
   No problem. He preferred a low profile for his own reasons. 
 
   His chin-high captive warned, “You’ve got maybe ten seconds to let me go.” He sounded annoyed and impatient, not the least intimidated.
 
   The idea of turning this scumbag loose was a piss poor option. Amused by the guy’s show of bravado, Zane started to ask, “Or what, Shorty?” when he heard the distinctive “click” of a gun hammer cocked next to his ear.
 
   “Turn him loose,” a baritone voice ordered. 
 
   Zane dropped his arms and backed away, hands in the air. 
 
   Smoothing back his slick black hair, the cocky mugger jerked away from Zane’s grasp. He spun around and straightened his Indigo silk suit with a look of pure hatred on his dark, Mediterranean face. He threw a short chin jerk as some signal to his gun-toting partner.
 
   “Turn around,” the partner demanded. The tap of cool metal on Zane’s cheek accompanied the terse order.
 
   Zane shifted slowly with deliberate movements to face the owner of the suppressed 9mm Smith and Wesson pointed at his head. A faint light cast by the distant halogens outlined the mahogany-skinned gunman’s stern features. He stood inch for inch as tall as Zane and outweighed him by twenty pounds that looked put on by steroids. The mountainous body filled out a dark, tailored suit no CEO would refuse to hang in his closet. 
 
   That suppressor was an expensive toy. These two were high-priced hired guns. What had Angel gotten mixed up in? Was she some mob leader’s babe? 
 
   “Where’d she go?” Shorty asked, evidently the one in charge. 
 
   Zane thanked his Air Force Special Ops training for being able to read people and adapt at lightning speed. He affected his best rendition of a confused look accompanied by good old boy repertoire. 
 
   “Hey, man, I don’t even know the broad. I take off with some maniac driving down the fuckin’ runway, get up to ten thousand feet and she climbs out of the cargo hold. Says some guy doesn’t want to let her go. Must be a hell of a lover’s quarrel. She belong to one of you?”
 
   The two best-dressed henchmen in Jacksonville exchanged unreadable looks. 
 
   But Zane had picked up just enough hesitation on their parts – combined with the suppressor on the weapon – to figure out these guys were expected to operate below the radar, draw no attention. Or he’d be dead right now. 
 
   He continued, “I don’t fly passenger charter. She said she’d pay me to drop her off here for a little vacation, but she didn’t flash any cash. You got an address where I can send a bill? I’ve got to make this month’s lease payment.”
 
   Shorty stepped up close. An ugly smirk on his face matched the evil coffee-bean eyes. He flipped a switchblade open, the sharp tip nicking the underside of Zane’s chin. 
 
   Several possible reactions came to Zane. Snatching away that knife and shoving it into Shorty’s throat while disarming his sidekick topped the list. But that would leave a body to explain and blow his good old boy routine. 
 
   “Listen closely,” Shorty warned. “You mention this little event to anyone and we’ll be back to see you. And if you ever touch me again, I’ll cut off your hands.”  He snapped the knife shut, threw a “let’s go” head jerk at his towering sidekick and stalked off toward a black sport utility thirty yards away. 
 
   Walking sideways, the big guy kept his gun leveled on Zane until he reached the driver’s door. 
 
   Zane squinted to see the emblem on the door. He saw a flash of gold as the door opened, but in the low light the markings were impossible to make out. Gravel crunched as the driver backed up fast, spun around, and tore out of the terminal. 
 
   Too far to get a tag number.
 
   He let out a pent up breath. Lethal encounters still played through his nightmares, years after he’d been rescued from enemy territory in a country where US forces were not welcome – the longest fifty-four hours of his life as a prisoner.
 
   He never gave up a lick of intel. 
 
   When he left the military, his best friend, Ben Trenton, and another buddy from his military days, Vance Dern, were already working with the DEA. Ben and Vance had convinced Zane to consider an offer from the agency as a paid informant with Vance as Zane’s handler. 
 
   His answer? No, no, and by the way, no. Zane had a business to build and no time to play spy games. 
 
   Then Vance laid out a cherry deal that included the DEA paying for Zane’s Titan, even signing it over to him, and saying they wanted him to build his charter business. 
 
   All he had to do was fly the runs they needed and feed them info when he got it. Go after charter accounts “of interest to them.”  He kept everything he made in bona fide charters and got paid for his undercover work.
 
   Money from both ends, without being on the DEA’s official payroll. 
 
   Sweet.
 
   He needed the unofficial side work to pad a special account he’d set up to help his sister’s new business get off the ground. 
 
   Any real criminal involvement would put his charter business – and his DEA gig – at risk. Bottom line?
 
   He shouldn’t get involved in someone else’s troubles. 
 
   Okay, that might be logical, but it didn’t do a damn thing to shut up his conscience that hadn’t stopped yammering about Angel’s fate. He’d put his life on the line for people he didn’t even know almost daily in his former life. 
 
   More than his duty, protecting the innocent was in his DNA. He could not turn his back on someone in need, especially a woman.
 
   Just who in the hell was Angel, and where had she gone?
 
   Black night wrapped the airport. He scanned the direction she’d run as if he expected her to be waiting within sight. Had she made it to the road and flagged a vehicle? 
 
   She could be a stone’s throw from him or traveling seventy miles an hour in an over-the-road transport truck right now. 
 
   One look at those legs would bring any eighteen-wheeler to a screeching halt. 
 
   An hour later, Zane checked the Titan, disappointed to find it empty. His analytical mind flipped through what little he knew. Those goons had found her quickly, suggesting they were local. They couldn’t have made the trip by car. 
 
   Hack didn’t have Zane’s flight plan. 
 
   That meant one of two things. Either those guys had a contact where the flight plan was filed or Angel was tagged with a tracking device. 
 
   If she still had the tracker on her, they’d find her again. This time she might not have someone willing to save her. 
 
   He mentally kicked himself for worrying when he had no idea how to find her. 
 
   The woman had shared only her first name and she was tangled up in something that smelled suspicious. 
 
   Forget about her and deal with your already loaded plate.
 
   If only it were that easy. 
 
   Terrified eyes and a battered body kept flashing through his mind. Something more tugged at him, but he was too tired to figure it out and unwilling to analyze anything else right now. 
 
   A hint of dawn lightened the skies enough to see clouds moving off to the east. Zane checked his watch. It had been a hell of a start to Wednesday morning. Most people were on their way to work as his day wound down. 
 
   Climbing into the cockpit to prepare a flight plan for home, he glanced over at the cup holder and grinned. 
 
   Maybe he could find out who Angel was after all.
 
   He dug out a small plastic bag from a pocket next to his seat. He put the bag over his hand like a glove and used it to pick up the cup, then turned it inside out so the cup was inside. 
 
   It paid to have friends in the right places. 
 
   Ben was a forensic science specialist for the Miami DEA division. The man could process fingerprints and track the DNA of a gnat. He was the only person Zane would trust with Angel’s prints right now. Ben and Vance would be very interested in the high-priced thugs after Angel, no doubt, but they didn’t need to know that yet. 
 
   Zane froze. What the hell was he doing, holding out on his two best friends – men he’d trust with his life – because of a woman he barely knew? 
 
   Should he tell them? If he did, Vance would have to follow procedure and report everything to the proper authorities, which might end with Angel surrounded by law enforcement. 
 
   His mind clicked through that scenario. She’d escaped someplace dangerous and stowed away on an airplane without a clue where she was going or if she could trust the pilot.
 
   That was desperate. 
 
   Zane couldn’t do it. He wouldn’t add to her problems by sticking law enforcement on her when he had no evidence she’d committed a crime, and neither would he put Vance or Ben in the middle of this. 
 
   Was he being a fool? 
 
   Probably, but he couldn’t forget the way she’d looked at him as if he could protect her from the world. Then he’d touched her and forgotten there was a world beyond the two of them. 
 
   She’d gotten to him. 
 
   Did she belong in jail?
 
   Maybe or maybe not. But until he found out for sure, he couldn’t stand the thought of anyone hurting her any more than she’d already been abused.
 
   His gaze landed on that coffee cup in the plastic bag. First he had to find out the identity of the woman who had his insides tied in a knot. 
 
   He sure as hell hoped Angel wasn’t running for the wrong reasons because if she was, Ben was sworn to act on what he found and Zane couldn’t ask him not to. 
 
   And damn, he’d hate to see the doe-eyed girl go to jail.
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter 6
 
    
 
   Food. Water. Now. Or Angel wouldn’t make another mile. 
 
   Not after making a twelve-mile run from the private airport where Zane had landed to reach downtown Jacksonville by daylight. 
 
   What had Zane done with Vic? 
 
   She hoped he’d turned Vic loose and hadn’t called the police, but right now she needed to worry about getting her hands on some cash. Then water, and food, if her stomach could take it.
 
   As hiding places went, this one stank. Really.
 
   But this narrow cut between a high-rise building and a dumpster had been her best option at daybreak. Based on the smell of rotten food, the dumpster probably belonged to a restaurant in the brick building she leaned against. Tuesday morning workers would be showing up soon and she didn’t want to be standing here when someone came out to empty the trash. 
 
   Mason had an office somewhere in this city. Could be here in downtown Jacksonville. 
 
   Every black Range Rover that passed by sent her diving out of sight. 
 
   As if that didn’t look suspicious? But the last black sport utility she’d seen half an hour ago had the Lorde Industries logo on the side. 
 
   A wave of dizziness assailed her. She breathed through her mouth. If she passed out, she’d put herself in a vulnerable position that could bring in the police. 
 
   Late August heat rose with the morning sun. She licked her dry lips and swallowed against a debilitating thirst. Her stomach rumbled in spite of the nauseating stench from the dumpster. She hadn’t eaten since yesterday afternoon. 
 
   Sweat trickled from under her ball cap, stinging her eyes. She flipped it around backwards to peek beyond the corner of the building and check the sidewalk. 
 
   A steady flow of cars tried to beat the red lights, the drivers trying to slide into work before nine. Dehydrated or not, Angel still wanted one of those coffees cruising by in the hands of pedestrians just a few feet away. Smelled heavenly. She lifted the damp tail of her T-shirt and used it to wipe perspiration burning her eyes. 
 
   Keep procrastinating about stepping out in the open, and dehydration would get her before Mason did. 
 
   She lifted her foot to take a step. 
 
   A loud boom shocked her. 
 
   Angel jerked backwards against the wall and scratched her shoulder in the process. 
 
   Grinding gears echoed loudly in the canyon of tall structures. She glanced at the dilapidated pickup truck that rolled by. The boom had been a backfire. 
 
   Calm down. She’d be hallucinating giant rabbits soon if she didn’t get food and water. She took a couple of deep breaths.
 
   Where was her white knight now? 
 
   Home safe in Ft. Lauderdale, she hoped. 
 
   Ebony hair, eyes the color of dark tea, and as imposing as a house, Zane Black might have championed her, but he was not some fairytale knight. He was someone far more deadly. There’d been a dangerous glint in his eyes when he’d had Mason’s man in a headlock. Zane handled himself like he’d been in a tight spot with an enemy before. 
 
   Guilt still punched her over abandoning him. 
 
   For a minute, just a brief flash in time, he’d sent her heart tripping. Had made her feel warm and protected, cared about. She rolled her eyes. Timing was everything and hers had pretty much stunk since the day she fell from the womb. 
 
   But her rogue pilot had all the makings of Mr. Perfect. Too bad she’d never have the chance to enjoy him beyond a fantasy. And even if she had that chance, no decent and honest man would want a woman with her past.
 
   She swallowed and inhaled a fortifying breath, determined to get moving. 
 
   With a quick glance each way to check pedestrian traffic, Angel veered from the alley and merged into a mixed group of business people and teens moving at a steady pace. She slowed her steps until she ended up near several young people wearing stylish grunge. Hanging with one wave of humans after another, she kept walking when she wanted to lie down and sleep. 
 
   Toying unconsciously with the ruby heirloom ring on her right hand, she lifted her finger and gave the ring a hard look. Her dying mother had passed the cherished possession to Angel at twelve. She had no siblings to squabble over the gift.
 
   And she had nothing left as a memory of her mother, except this ring. Her mother hadn’t been perfect, but who was? 
 
   At least she had loved Angel. Now no one did. 
 
   Her ring probably had little value beyond the sentimental, but the idea of giving up her only connection to her mother twisted a knife in Angel’s stomach. How much would she have to sacrifice just to live a normal life? Her mother had been a survivor and would expect Angel to do whatever it took, even if that meant trading this ring for food. 
 
   But she also needed to change clothes and find transportation. 
 
   Her throat tightened at forfeiting the ring. She clenched her eyes shut to stem any ridiculous tears. 
 
   Life had taught her not to covet anything more than survival. And she’d learned her lessons well. 
 
   She had to find a way to that marina in Ft. Lauderdale where the coins were headed. Mason’s gold compass would have brought more than this ring at a pawnshop. 
 
   If she hadn’t lost the shiny little ball. 
 
   Even if she still had the coins and was willing to sell them, she couldn’t take that risk. Any dealer would know they were stolen. Losing even one coin would jeopardize her chance at staying out of prison. 
 
   The ring was her only hope and not much of one. 
 
   If someone would give her money for it.
 
   Suck it up and deal with the situation. 
 
   She’d heard that mantra enough to last a lifetime. 
 
   The foot traffic thinned outside the central business district. She went on alert as the area went downhill. Small independent stores with expanded metal doors and steel bars over the windows filled the lower levels of shabby buildings. 
 
   She held her breath as she passed a longhaired man in baggy clothes who hadn’t seen a bar of soap in a while. On the opposite side of the street, a woman pushing a banged-up grocery cart full of junk. 
 
   Would that be me some day? 
 
   A faded banner in the lower corner of a discount shoe store caught Angel’s attention, forcing her feet to stop. 
 
   She recognized the event’s insignia. 
 
   In two months, the Tamarind International Triathlon would be held in Colorado. Elite competitors would travel from all corners of the world. 
 
   Last year, the event had been in Greece. 
 
   She’d trained for the last sixteen months straight for that race – to prove to the world and herself that she was still a competitive athlete, not a criminal. Every waking minute not spent working to feed herself, she’d pushed her body to the limit. Her running times in particular had improved, making her a contender. Or she would have been one, if she hadn’t been so set on proving she was a conscientious employee. 
 
   When she’d informed Mason about finding the stolen painting, he’d just chuckled and said, “Welcome to the family, Angel. I chose well in hiring you. Just the person I wanted on my personal acquisition team. You’ll need some training, but I’ll handle that myself.” 
 
   Refusing to join his band of merry thieves hadn’t gone over well, to say the least.
 
   “Be a better person” had been her motto after her release from prison. 
 
   She’d always believed she could overcome the problems dealt her, but right now, being a better person had her running for her life and trying to avoid being locked away. 
 
   When a shop front with burglar bars on the door and windows came into view, she knew what she had to do. Twisting off her mother’s ring, Angel stepped through the door of Quick Deal Pawnshop.
 
   But would she walk out with enough money to reach Ft. Lauderdale?
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter 7
 
    
 
   “What do you mean there’s no print on the coffee cup? Even I touched that cup at one point,” Zane barked into his cell phone while he wove his truck through Ft. Lauderdale’s Wednesday afternoon traffic. That news pretty much ruined what was turning into the longest day he’d ever endured. 
 
   He eyed the dregs left in his coffee cup. 
 
   That sludge wouldn’t fix his level of sleep deprivation. Crawling into his own bed last night should have been the ticket to a solid eight to ten hours sleep, but he’d tossed and turned during the few hours he’d managed to stay horizontal. 
 
   Long bruised and bleeding legs had haunted his dreams. 
 
   He’d given up and spent the rest of the night searching the Internet for anything he could use as a lead. Nada.
 
   That he understood, but no fingerprint on the cup? 
 
   “Sorry, Zane, I’ve been all over this thing. It’s clean as my mother’s kitchen floor,” Ben said.
 
   “Damn.” Zane raked his hand across his head. Where else would Angel have left a print? She’d been on her own for over twenty-four hours. Was she still alive? “I’m going back to check the Titan again. I’ll swing by as soon as I get something.”
 
   “Sooner the better or I might not be here.”
 
   “Haven’t you had that baby yet?” Zane teased. “Thought Kerry was gonna pop while I was gone to Raleigh.”  
 
   A wife, and now a baby. Ben had chosen well. 
 
   Zane had never envied another person and wasn’t ready to settle down, but there were days he’d trade his empty life for one like his buddy’s. He’d met Ben in grade school and they’d grown up together in Texas. Always had each other’s backs. Even when Zane flew fighter planes halfway around the world, they’d never gone a full week without a phone call. 
 
   “She’s overdue.”  Ben’s weary voice attested to the strain of waiting to be a father for the first time. “We’re now scheduled to induce on Tuesday, if she doesn’t go into labor before that. Her doctor assured me we’d be able to reach him over Labor Day weekend. Hey, man, if I’m not here I might be able to get a friend to run the prints for you.”
 
   “If you aren’t there, I’ll wait. I don’t want anybody else in on this. Not even Vance.” 
 
   Ben’s pause stretched too long. “Zane ... Buddy, what’re you up to?” 
 
   “I’ll tell you about it when I stop by.”  Zane wasn’t ready to discuss this yet, not even with Ben. And definitely not over an unsecured cell phone.
 
   “Don’t mess up your gig with the agency.”
 
   “I don’t plan to.”   
 
   “Wheels turn slow in the dot gov,” Ben sympathized, using current computer-based slang for government agency. “But investigating on your own is bad juju. If you get into deep water, they won’t blow a big investigation to pull you out.”
 
   Too late for that advice. “I hear you.”
 
   Ben made a grumbling noise but didn’t push his point. “Get me a print as soon as you can and I’ll try to turn it around quick.”
 
   “Thanks, man. See you later.”  Zane swung into the terminal of Sunshine Airfield and parked next to the Titan. He yawned as he opened the cargo door then jerked his head back. Good God. Mouse stink left over from the critters woke him up like no caffeine could.
 
   A slash of light from the late afternoon sun reflected off of something small just beneath the copilot seat. 
 
   Standing on the ground, he moved his shoulders down to eye level with the corner of the seat. He leaned close to confirm what he saw.
 
   A silver band. 
 
   Sometimes the best tool was his small pocketknife. He used the blade tip to move the band out from under the seat. It had been cut in half and crimped in several spots. 
 
   His stowaway had made good use of the time when he’d left her in the Titan while he met with his High Vision representative. This had to be a tracking device. And he’d bet she’d used his tools to cut it off of her arm. 
 
   He’d lift a print off of this.
 
   Zane could do that, thanks to Ben. 
 
   When Vance had offered Zane serious cash for keeping his ears open and passing on any tips that would help the DEA, Ben had spent a day teaching him how to pull fingerprints just in case. He’d given Zane the small box that contained aluminum dusting powder and a zephyr brush. Wearing latex gloves and safety glasses, he brushed everything that Angel could have come in contact with, including the silver band and the tools in his toolbox. 
 
   A half hour later, he hadn’t found a single fingerprint, meaning she’d intentionally wiped the areas clean. 
 
   Not an encouraging sign for a person with nothing to hide.
 
   And now he had to clean the damn powder off of everything in the cabin. 
 
   Who was she hiding from? He’d searched online for any police activity in the Raleigh area from the night before. Nothing significant had shown up, leading him to believe someone chased her for personal reasons. 
 
   Hack said the guys who’d come barreling into his airport had left just as quickly. And that the vehicles had some sort of triangle logo on the car doors. Whoever chased Angel had deep pockets. 
 
   The lack of fingerprints stumped Zane. 
 
   Why would she go to the trouble of hiding her identity from a pilot? Did she think he’d call in the police? 
 
   Probably. That’s what he would think, if he were in her grubby yellow running shoes. In fact, he’d offered to call ahead to have the police meet them in Jacksonville.
 
   Damn. That had to be why she ran.
 
   But what did she have to hide? 
 
   Someone wanted her back badly enough to band her with a tracking device and send men who played rough. 
 
   Zane clenched his fists. Spineless bastard. He’d seen the brutal marks on Angel’s body. He couldn’t blame her for covering her tracks so well, but he should have pushed for more information, a last name at least. 
 
   Even as he considered it, he knew it wouldn’t have happened. Pushing a terrified woman ranked right up there with booting a puppy. 
 
   He wiped the powder off the toolbox then picked it up to reposition it, and something gold rolled out from behind it. 
 
   He snapped on his latex gloves again and lifted the small ball up to view. 
 
   On a flat side of the golf-ball-shaped object, an embedded compass gave him a northeast heading from where he stood. And the compass was dead-on. That meant the thing was non-magnetic. Probably made of solid gold. 
 
   Damned expensive paperweight. 
 
   What was this thing doing in his aircraft? 
 
   There was only one reason for a compass to end up lost in his airplane last night. A passenger had lost it.
 
   And he’d carried only one passenger in months. 
 
   Angel.
 
   Zane grinned at this break. Lifting a print from the pebbled surface was beyond his skill level, but if he could convince Ben to do a little overtime, the genius print matcher would have an identity for him by Thursday morning.
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter 8
 
    
 
   Mason assessed each of the six men standing in a line on the back lawn of his property. Long shadows stretched from the trees behind them as if the setting sun wanted to point out each one responsible for the fury burning his scalp. 
 
   Someone needed killing. 
 
   It was beyond the pale that these men had lost Angelina. He hired the best when it came to security for a reason. Jeff had been the exception and he’d been around for a long time. He’d been loyal, certainly. 
 
   But he’d outlived his usefulness. 
 
   Jeff should have been able to keep Angelina contained.
 
   And yet in hindsight, Mason could understand Jeff’s screwing up. 
 
   But these men?
 
   Ten armed and dangerous guards, including these six, had allowed one woman to escape. 
 
   He couldn’t tolerate ineptness and every one of these men knew it. But now was not the time to vent his frustration. Now was the time for results. The best way to get what he wanted was to offer an incentive. “Kenner will go over the plan when we’re through here. I want Angelina back. I’ll award a half million dollars to the man who brings her in alive and with the eight coins she stole from me.” 
 
   A pittance compared to what those coins – and vengeance – were worth. 
 
   Six sets of eyes stared back with cold confidence.
 
   Kenner ordered the men to meet him in the guard quarters. Once they dispersed, Kenner told Mason, “We need a tracker.”
 
   “Agreed.”  Mason had men in Jacksonville checking every way out of the city by public or mass transportation. “Get a list of the best who can be discreet. I’ll be in my office.”  
 
   When he walked into the office in his private estate outside of Raleigh, he eyed the glass case where he’d placed the coins. He’d been certain that Angelina believed him when he told her he had eye witnesses willing to testify that she was seen leaving the museum at the time of the coin theft. 
 
   That should have brought her to heel. 
 
   But the bitch had stolen the coins instead. 
 
   He still couldn’t believe it. 
 
   His cell phone played a piece of music with dire notes, meaning the caller was unknown. The only person he’d given this number to who didn’t already have a ringtone was Angelina. Had she come to her senses? 
 
   Grinning, he answered, “Lorde.”
 
   “Listen very carefully as I do not repeat myself,” a decidedly male voice ordered.
 
   Mason cut in, “Who the hell is this?”
 
   “You can call me Czarion. Have you found the coins yet?”
 
   Shock didn’t begin to describe Mason’s first reaction. His second one was to yank the phone away and check ... no caller ID. His next move was to pull it back and say, “What coins?”
 
   A lofty sigh came across the lines then Czarion said, “I don’t have time for this. You stole eight St. Gaulden’s Double Eagle coins, one of which is a 1933. You intended to trade them to a German for a panel from the Amber Room.”
 
   Mason sat down in his chair. Hard. It couldn’t be the FBI. They didn’t call up and discuss a felony when they could just raid the compound. 
 
   “Since we both know that you had the coins, let’s move this along. For someone as adept at art theft as you are, Mr. Lorde, I would have thought you’d do a better job of protecting those coins.”
 
   Criticizing Mason generally ended with bloodshed. The insult pissed him off enough that he regained his footing. “What’s your interest in the coins?”
 
   “Better. Now we can deal with the business part of this call. You will locate those coins within five days and be prepared to deliver them to me when you do.”
 
   “Why would I do that?” 
 
   “Because if you don’t, you’ll pay a hefty price starting with your operation.”
 
   Mason wouldn’t be paying the price. This idiot would. Just as soon as Mason located him. “Threatening my operation could be bad for your health. Interfering with it would be painful and deadly.”
 
   “You should realize by now that you’re dealing with someone far out of your league.”
 
   The ego of some men amazed Mason. He leaned back in his chair, amused by someone stupid enough to threaten him. This guy obviously had no idea of the depth of Mason’s resources and how quickly he’d stomp a pest. “Maybe you should enlighten me on just how far out of my league you are so I can show proper respect.”
 
   When the line remained silent for a moment, Mason gloated. 
 
   Czarion spoke again. “You own forty-three locations, which include distinctive properties in New York, Atlanta, Raleigh, Dallas, and Los Angeles. Twelve are warehouses where you store both legal and illegal inventory...”  Czarion spouted a list of items that no person should have access to besides Mason. “During your trip to Palm Beach eight days ago, you completed a trade with the Russian broker Valkimir. I was surprised to learn of the Degas and Ming vase in your New York vault as both had belonged to a sheik I’d believed had better security. That should remove any doubt on your part as to the vulnerability of your operation.” 
 
   Son of a bitch! Mason stood, clutching the phone so hard his hand shook. Who was this guy and how could he know that much? 
 
   He calmed himself. Losing control lost battles and he intended to win this one. He wanted this asshole’s head in jar to put in his office. “What do you want?”
 
   “At the risk of repeating myself, the coins.”
 
   “Are you after the Amber Room panel?”  Mason had acquired the gold coins specifically to trade for an eighteenth century artifact from the room sculpted of amber, considered by many to be the eighth wonder of the world. King Fredrich Wilhelm I had gifted it to Tsar Peter the Great who had once admired the room. The Tsar had moved it to Königsberg Castle, the one the damned Russians had destroyed during World War II. 
 
   They’d torched the castle after the room had been looted. 
 
   Czarion said, “I’ve already told you what I want. I’ll contact you in five days, on Monday, unless you retrieve the coins sooner, which I’ll know. If you fail to meet my deadline, I’ll destroy one of your properties, regardless of who or what is nearby. And there will be clear evidence pointing the finger at you for the body count. I’ll continue to destroy one property each day until you fulfill your part of this agreement ... that is until you run out of possessions. And then I will kill you.”
 
   After years of dealing with liars, Mason knew when he heard the truth. Muscles in his neck tightened with the rage pulsing through him. “You can have the coins.”
 
   “That was never in question.”
 
   Ignoring him, Mason considered one way to solve all his problems right now. He tested Czarion one more time. “Since you know so much, I’m surprised you don’t know who has the coins.”
 
   “Oh, but I do. Angelina Farentino took them when she escaped your compound. Can’t say that I blame the girl, considering your perverted sex habits.”
 
   You’ll die in slow agony, because I’ll keep you alive and awake for a very long time once I find you. “Why are you calling me if you know who has the coins?”  
 
   “You interfered with my plans when your men captured the thief who’d originally targeted the coins. You tortured him to find out the name of the German buyer and how the thief had planned to get past security. Had you not done so, I would be talking to him. You took the coins. You lost them. You get them back. And do it in a way that does not draw the attention of law enforcement.”
 
   The line went dead. 
 
   Mason fought the urge to scramble a team to find this Czarion. He didn’t give two shits for the people around his properties who would die. He had insurance to cover the loss of his investments. But not his exceptional art inventory. 
 
   Because no one had known he had it. Not until now.
 
   A knock rapped at the door. When Mason called his man in, Kenner entered. “I’ve got the list.”
 
   Standing, Mason shook his head. “Not necessary. I realize who I have to send, but I want you to review everyone in charge of our warehouses, and start with the ones that hold my private art.”  He called the stolen pieces private art to all of his staff, to prevent a verbal slip up by someone who didn’t possess his level of discipline.
 
   “Sure. Anything in particular?”
 
   “I want to know if you suspect anyone of giving out information on our operation.”
 
   “Yes, sir.” Kenner left. 
 
   Mason raised his phone into view and hit a speed dial number to the one person absolutely capable of finding and capturing Angelina. A top-level operator. Mason seldom used him because he was expensive, unpredictable, and hard to control, but this situation called for bringing in a true predator. 
 
   When the call connected, Mason said, “I have a job for you, CK.”
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter 9
 
    
 
   If the coins have been discovered in the package of boat curtains, the FBI will be waiting for me. 
 
   Angel gripped her knee to keep it from bouncing up and down, glad not to have someone in the seat next to her. How could it be Thursday? Over a full day had passed since she’d abandoned the coins and Zane. Her gaze strayed to Ft. Lauderdale’s palm trees, concrete-block houses and the occasional plastic pink flamingo flying past her window on the Broward County Transit bus. 
 
   Maybe Zane hadn’t delivered the boat curtains yet or maybe the boat owner was waiting to install them over the holiday weekend. 
 
   She clutched the edge of her seat. Maybe, maybe, maybe.
 
   There was the word again.
 
   With her rotten luck, the boat owner was installing the curtains right now, to have his boat ready for the holiday weekend.
 
   Worry had rolled around in her stomach until it felt like a lead ball with spikes. Sleep had been sporadic at best on the bus ride down the length of Florida. 
 
   She pressed her face to the window where one souvenir shop after another, each decorated with giant seashells and water floats, dotted the beach scene. 
 
   Nothing like New York where she’d been a courier. 
 
   A job she wouldn’t take again even if cleaning toilets was her only other option. 
 
   That wasn’t exactly true. She’d enjoyed courier service, especially given the added bonus of constantly training. 
 
   But one delivery had ended everything. 
 
   To be fair, it hadn’t been the delivery so much as blind trust in a man. Her father.
 
   When the bus turned away from the beach and the street signs Angel had been watching for came into view, she straightened in her seat. Rolling up the cuffs of her long-sleeved white blouse, she leaned forward and tucked her shirttail into the faded jeans she’d found in a salvage store near the pawnshop. Her running shorts and T-shirt were stuffed inside a linen shoulder bag along with the ball cap. 
 
   She’d twisted her hair up and stuffed it under a floppy hat. Sunglasses finished her disguise, covering half of her face. She could pass for an incognito celebrity on a tight budget.
 
   The bus rolled to a stop just past the cross street she’d been anticipating. 
 
   Angel descended the metal steps quickly and jogged away at a subtle pace, feeling better than she had a day ago even if she wasn’t fully rested. Using directions given to her at the downtown bus terminal, she located the marina with no trouble. Her shirt had stuck to her back, soaked with moisture from the thick humidity, by the time she passed through the Gulf Winds Marina entrance. 
 
   No one paid her any attention. 
 
   Floridians definitely had an easygoing attitude. 
 
   Small white signs above each dock listed the slip numbers. The second one read “11-20.”  
 
   To avoid being caught by Mason’s men watching the bus stations, she’d thumbed rides with truckers who’d been kind enough to call from one to the next after the first one gave her a ride outside of Jacksonville. She’d arrived before dawn in Ft. Lauderdale where she’d found a place to grab a catnap, then scouted out the local city bus system and schedules only to get lost switching buses. 
 
   After all that, she deserved a moment of pride at standing in front of the dock for slip eighteen.
 
        Now tell me the package with my coins has not been opened yet. 
 
   For the benefit of anyone watching, she strolled casually down the weathered planks when she wanted to run. Most of the slips held twenty-to-thirty-foot-long boats backed up under the covered docks. 
 
   A copper-tanned young man dressed only in a pair of cutoffs scrubbed a boat named Wet Dream moored in slip seventeen. 
 
   A snow-white, center-console fishing boat, outfitted with impressive tackle, floated silently in slip nineteen. 
 
   Two seagulls paddled through the middle of slip eighteen. 
 
   No boat. Really? 
 
   Now what? Turning to the guy still laboring on Wet Dream she called over, “Excuse me.”
 
   He dropped the scrub brush and ambled to the rear of the boat. “Yes, ma’am?”
 
   “Do you know who owns the boat that stays in slip eighteen?”
 
   “No, ma’am.”
 
   She waited for him to offer more than a charming smile, but he didn’t seem inclined to elaborate. This was a little too laid back. 
 
   “Do you know the name of the boat that belongs here?” she asked.
 
   “Can’t say. That slip’s been empty for three months. Heard someone just rented it, but the boat hasn’t shown up yet.”
 
   The package had been addressed to the Security Office for the marina, which now made sense. The boat hadn’t arrived.
 
   “I noticed the Security Office was closed when I passed it on the way in. Have any idea when it will be open?”
 
   “Yes, ma’am. Soon as I finish cleaning this boat, I’ll be back up there.”
 
   Going through the tiny office shouldn’t take long. 
 
   She smiled.
 
   He grinned with apparent satisfaction over having given her the right answer.
 
   Angel saw the advantage in being female for a change. “Well, you’ll save me some time. My company sent a package of boat curtains marked for Slip 18 in error. I’m supposed to make sure it arrives at the correct boat. Would you mind if I checked to see if you have that package?”  She held her breath, waiting on him to ask the obvious questions starting with identification, what boat it was intended for, and on and on. She had no idea what she’d say next, but somehow she’d gain access to that office.
 
   The guy didn’t ask her the first question, just shook his head and said, “I’ll save you a lot of time. We haven’t had a delivery like that all week.”
 
   Damn. Where was that package? 
 
   A possibility popped into her mind. 
 
   “Do you know where Sunshine Airfield is?” she asked.
 
   He smiled. “Yes, ma’am.”
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter 10
 
    
 
   By late afternoon Thursday, Zane had to accept the obvious no matter how much he tried to avoid it. 
 
   Angel had to be tangled up in something criminal. 
 
   He’d spent another night on the Internet, looking for anything on a missing woman from Raleigh who matched Angel’s description. That meant the men tracking her didn’t need, or want, law enforcement involved.
 
   And she’d sure as hell avoided the law. Why? 
 
   He wheeled his truck into Sunshine Airfield ready to unleash his frustration on someone. On top of what should have been two hours of errands turning into four, Ben had called just after daylight with the first bad news to kick off Zane’s day. The partial prints Ben had been able to pull from the gold compass had not been enough for a database search, and Zane owed him a bottle of Jack Daniels for the wasted night of work. 
 
   As Zane drew near the whitewashed, single-story office building that served as the terminal, he slowed to speak with a leather-faced elderly man who stepped from the office door. 
 
   Rolling down the window on his truck, Zane forced civility back into his tone. He liked the old guy and managed to smile when he called out, “Hola, Salvador.” 
 
   Salvador’s sole purpose in life these days was to make coffee in the airfield office and offer a game of checkers to anyone willing to be beaten by the wily opponent. Long since retired from managing the terminal, he was unwilling to abandon the airport entirely. 
 
   “Buenos dias, Señor Jackson.”
 
   Zane chatted amiably in Spanish with Salvador about the airport activities of the past few weeks. Zane kept his language skills sharp though he used them sparingly. It was amazing what someone would say when they thought you couldn’t understand their language. Vance and Ben had made good use of a few tidbits Zane had gotten in just that way.
 
   Talking to Salvador reminded him he would be in hot water with Suarez, a client waiting on two packages. In a hurry to get the cup with Angel’s print back to Ben, Zane had stayed in Jacksonville only long enough to pick up Suarez’s first package when he learned the second one had been delayed in customs. 
 
   Suarez had been more trouble than the money was worth and every shipment turned into a pain in the ass, but he was a client and Zane tried his best to make the man happy. 
 
   With a nod goodbye, Zane moved on to the last building. The overhead door to his hangar stood wide-open, allowing access to anyone, but he had no worries. His mechanic was bent over the Titan, working neck-deep on the scheduled service required before Zane could fly again. 
 
   As he strolled by, the mechanic had his head down looking for something and talking ... to himself? No, he had a Bluetooth receiver hooked on his ear. He lifted a finger off his flashlight in acknowledgement and turned as though to stop what he was doing. Zane waved him off and headed through the hangar and down a short hall to the storage room. He needed a stack of rags to replace the ones he’d used cleaning up the damn fingerprint powder yesterday. 
 
   Just as he reached for the door, a crinkling sound on the other side stayed his hand. Had a cat or raccoon gotten in there? A cat wasn’t a problem, but he wanted no part of a cornered raccoon.
 
   Rotating the handle slowly, he eased the door ajar and peered inside. 
 
   No wild animal. At least he didn’t think so. 
 
   A fine-looking derriere, covered by a pair of faded jeans, was stuck up in the air in full view. 
 
   Bent over at the waist, the denim-clad owner inspected a large package on the floor. 
 
   Zane’s gaze skimmed down to the yellow running shoes. 
 
   It couldn’t be.
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter 11
 
    
 
   Where is that blasted package? 
 
   Angel leaned down to read the label on another odd-shaped box. Assorted shipping containers and mechanical parts covered every inch of the disorganized storage room from cluttered floor space to packed shelves. 
 
   None were addressed to the Gulf Winds Marina. 
 
   She lifted her hands to her hips as she straightened up. 
 
   Iron fingers locked around her wrists, snatching her hands behind her.
 
   “Oh, oh ... no.”  She wrenched around to see who held her prisoner and came face-to-face with the pilot who’d saved her. Staring up into his narrowed gaze, every coherent thought fled her mind.
 
   “Nice to see you again, Angel.”  Rich brown eyes walked up and down her. He’d said her name with just enough edge to sound mocking as if he’d just figured out she was anything but. “The Annie Hall look’s different. Incognito?”  
 
   His warm demeanor from the day before was gone. His eyes now flashed stormy-dark. Just as angry looking as he sounded. 
 
   She dropped her head down and her shoulders slumped from relief. He didn’t appear happy to see her again, but at least he didn’t sound as though he wanted to kill her. 
 
   Twisting around for a second glance, Angel realized she might need to revise her first impression. She was neck deep in trouble with him. They hadn’t parted in the best of circumstances. Getting back into his good graces as quickly as possible was her first mission. 
 
   “Hi. How are you?”  She lifted her eyebrows up, reaching for hopeful in her voice. 
 
   “How am I? As in, was the flight back smooth? Or as in, how did I get away from your buddy?” 
 
   “I’m sorry about that,” she whispered. What had Vic done after she’d left? It dawned on her later that Mason’s men never traveled alone. Had they ganged up on Zane and hurt him? “Did you have a problem with that guy?”
 
   “Problem?”  Heavy sarcasm laced his voice. “Nooo, not unless you consider having his sidekick shove a gun in my face a problem.”  
 
   “Oh, God. What happened?”
 
   Zane shrugged. “I told them I didn’t know who you were and thought you’d had a falling-out with your boyfriend. Once you were gone, they lost interest and let me go.”
 
   Her luck had never been on the upswing, but right now it spiraled from bad to worse. She’d spent a large portion of her funds on clothes and bus fare. In the past twenty-eight hours, she’d had one meal and a few hours of sleep. Now she couldn’t find the blasted package hiding the coins. 
 
   If the sole person who knew where the package of boat curtains had gone handed her over to the police, she was sunk. 
 
   This would be a great time to turn on her feminine wiles, if she had any. 
 
   “I didn’t mean to leave you stuck,” she started. 
 
   “Having a hard time buying that since you did leave me stuck.”
 
   Wrong tactic. Just give him the truth and hope he’ll understand. “What I mean is I didn’t mean to involve you in my problems. I had no idea where I was going when we left Raleigh. I didn’t know that would happen or I would have told you to let me out as soon as you landed.”  
 
   He didn’t say a word. 
 
   She was making no headway with flyboy. “You may not believe me, but I do appreciate you getting me out of Raleigh. I thought you had that guy handled. If I’d known someone else was around, I’d have stayed to help you even if it meant getting caught. That’s the truth.”   
 
   She took a breath and turned to see if she’d made a dent in that stern expression. 
 
   His face softened. The muscle in his jaw no longer twitched. He wouldn’t harm her, but he still might call the authorities. Between smoothing things over with this guy and figuring out what had happened to the package – without specifically asking where it was – she had her work cut out. 
 
   How had a simple plan to hide the coins gotten so screwed up? 
 
   Wrenching against his steel grasp was a waste of energy. She dug around for a sweet tone, something she hadn’t used in a long time, and implored, “Would you let go, please? You’re hurting my wrists.”
 
   His fingers loosened immediately. 
 
   She pulled one hand free and swung around to face him.
 
   He held onto her other wrist, giving her no chance to escape. If he knew how desperate she was to find those coins, he’d realize she had no plans to take off yet. He massaged her wrist with his thumb then looked down and scowled. 
 
   What did that mean with this man? 
 
   Were they okay or did he still want to strangle her? 
 
   He muttered, “I didn’t realize how tight I held you. That’s going to make a damn bruise.”  He didn’t stop working the sting out of her skin until both wrists had been given equal attention. 
 
   No man had ever confused her so much or so often. 
 
   Zane Black went from annoyed to caring within a heartbeat. Like the heartbeats rapidly thumping in her chest from his soothing touch. He’d touched her more in two days than any male had in the past seven years. With the exception of her one failed relationship as a teen, contact with a man had not been by her choice. Her limited experience with men amounted to being handcuffed by the police and physically abused by Mason.
 
   No man had been gentle with her until now, or protective as Zane had been during the flight, and none had ever elicited the physical response that standing close to Zane caused. 
 
   She’d never been turned on by a man merely rubbing her wrists. 
 
   Chocolate cake had raised her pulse more than male interest in the past. 
 
   Cake lost hands down right now. 
 
   “Angel, why don’t you tell me what’s going on before someone gets hurt, mainly you?”  
 
   Her heart did a small trip at his genuine concern. His intense stare roamed over her face as if searching for a way to slip past her defenses. 
 
   When he didn’t release her wrist, she took a step back, needing space to think, and bumped up against the wall. What could she say that he’d believe? Even if he accepted her story as true, he’d want to call in the police. That would hammer the final nail in her coffin. Once the authorities pulled up her record, they’d put her away forever. Against a prominent businessman like Mason, her word had less value than dirt without undeniable evidence. 
 
   She had one shot at beating this problem and remaining free, and it didn’t include local law enforcement. 
 
   Besides, with her luck, Mason would bail her out so that she’d land right back where she’d been up until two days ago. 
 
    Telling Zane anything would put him at risk, as well. 
 
   She gave him the only truth she could. “I can take care of myself. You’re better off not being involved.”
 
   His black brows furrowed. “Why?”  
 
   “Even if you knew, you couldn’t help me.”
 
   He frowned, gears grinding behind those dark eyes. “Look, if this guy chasing you is an obsessive – and abusive – male, there are laws that will protect you.”
 
   “The police won’t take my side.”
 
   That made him pause. His expression shuttered.
 
   She’d made a mistake just then. 
 
   “Why?” he pressed. “If you’ve broken the law, turning yourself in would be better than being caught.”
 
   She bristled. Had he found the coins? 
 
   No, she didn’t think so. If he had, he’d probably be calling the police right now. Still, he was beginning to remind her of the DA who’d railroaded her into jail seven years ago.
 
   When she didn’t reply, Zane kept prodding. “How much trouble are you in?”   
 
   Wasn’t it just like an arrogant man to make assumptions with no possibility for an “in between”? 
 
   Either she was a hunted girlfriend or a criminal. 
 
   Lack of rest and little food fueled her already testy mood and punched her frustration level to its top limit. A wise woman would calm down and sweet talk Zane, but she was sick to death of men either lying to her or assuming she’d committed a crime. 
 
   Snatching her hands away, she shoved them defiantly on her hips and leaned toward him. “If you don’t know my story, that makes me a criminal?”
 
   “I didn’t say that.”
 
   “What are you saying? I admit I broke the law, but only when I stowed away on your airplane. I’m tired and out of patience. Just tell me. Are you going to have me arrested or not?” 
 
   “Hold it, Angel.”  He lifted his hands in surrender. “I’m just trying to help you. Don’t blow up at me.”
 
   “Blow up? This is not blowing up. This is me trying to keep you out of harm’s way.” She crossed her arms and leaned back against the wall, muttering, “Raleigh’s my problem, not yours. Can’t you leave it at that?”
 
   Zane stepped forward and slapped his hands on the wall at each side of her head. He leaned down, eyes sparking with anger simmering just beneath the surface. “No.”
 
   She lost her ability to think the minute his heat surrounded her. “Why ... not?” came out murmured on a soft exhale. 
 
   He didn’t answer at first, as though struggling to decide something. “Because I’m afraid something will happen to you.”
 
   “You don’t even know me.”  She hadn’t said that with any conviction.
 
   “I know enough.”  He lowered a hand to her neck. His fingers gently brushed the sensitive skin. 
 
   She shivered. Licked her lips. And felt her nipples harden. 
 
   He stilled. All sign of anger was gone, shoved aside by something far more dangerous. Desire. His nostrils flared. 
 
   He leaned a little closer, his gaze holding hers as if some invisible power had locked their eyes together. His lips were a breath away, close enough to kiss her.
 
   Her next breath came out fast and raspy. She must be losing her mind, because she wanted that kiss. 
 
   “Excuse me, Señor.”
 
   At hearing someone else in the room, she and Zane bumped as they jumped apart to face the open door. One step inside the room stood a handsome Latin man of average height, wearing a smart fawn-colored suit with an eggshell silk shirt open at the collar. 
 
   His eyes twinkled when he smiled at her then he spoke to Zane. “I am here for my shipment.” 
 
   Zane’s dark mood flipped to jovial. “Mr. Suarez, nice to see you. We were just going over the inventory log.”
 
   Angel lifted an eyebrow at that blatant lie, but held her peace. She’d stowed away on the man’s plane, left him dealing with Vic, and broken into his storage room. The least she owed him was to play along. 
 
   Lifting his shoulders in a quick shrug, Zane continued in an apologetic tone. “Only one box came through customs before I left Jacksonville.”
 
   Mr. Suarez’s smile fell. “But why? We discussed this before you left.”  His language switched into a rapid litany of angry Spanish. 
 
   She stood silently while Mr. Suarez ranted that this was the third time Zane had failed to deliver, that Zane was inept and Suarez was ready to sever ties with Black Jack Charters altogether.
 
   She glanced up at Zane’s placid face. 
 
   God love him, he didn’t understand a word.
 
   But a person didn’t have to be fluent in Spanish to realize Suarez was very angry. She elbowed Zane who flashed her an innocent look of what? 
 
   Mr. Suarez fell silent, evidently waiting for an explanation. She nudged Zane again. This time he must have taken the hint.
 
   “What can I say? I didn’t get the box.”  Zane shrugged again.
 
   That was it? He might be a crack pilot, but Zane was sorely lacking in people skills. Since he’d helped her, the least she could do was return the favor.
 
   Angel offered his client a smile then responded in Spanish, telling him, “Mr. Suarez, please forgive my friend. He is an exceptional pilot, but a little rough around the edges. Unfortunately basic business skills were not required to get a pilot’s license.”  
 
   Had Zane just kicked her? She narrowed her eyes at him. 
 
   He lifted both eyebrows like hmm? 
 
   Suarez’s lips lifted a tiny bit, but he gave no indication his temper had completely cooled, so she continued appeasing him in his language.
 
   “You are very understanding with Mr. Black’s shortcomings and we really appreciate your patience. If you’ll give us a chance to correct the problem, he’ll check into this matter and get back with you once he has answers on your missing package.”
 
   She finished with, “Please accept our sincere apology. You and your business mean a great deal to Black Jack Airlines.”  
 
   Suarez returned her smile with a sensational one. The man oozed European aristocratic elegance. He stepped forward when she offered a hand to shake, but lifted it to his lips and kissed the back of her fingers. 
 
   Had that been a sigh escaping her lips? Who could blame her? No woman was immune to that kind of flattery. 
 
   “Senorita, you are as wonderful to do business with as you are to gaze upon,” Suarez said in his language. Then he cut his eyes hard at Zane and added in English, “I suggest you keep this woman if you wish to continue delivering for my company.”
 
   Zane lifted a small box off the floor that he handed to Suarez then hooked an arm around Angel’s shoulders. He shifted her back to the point of forcing Suarez to release her hand. 
 
   “I was just telling Angel what a great team we make,” Zane said. “She generally pops in and out when she wants, but we’re hammering out a plan that will work for both of us. Umph.”  
 
   She elbowed him one more time in the ribs for outright lying.
 
   Grinning, Suarez said goodbye as he left with the package under his arm. 
 
   She jerked away from Zane. “Don’t you care about keeping that client?”
 
   “He’s not going anywhere,” he dismissed casually. “Only a few groups operate the way we do and none of them fly out of South Florida.”
 
   “I wouldn’t be so sure. He said he was thinking about dropping your service.”  She waited to see how Mr. Arrogant liked hearing that little tidbit.
 
   He didn’t say anything at first. Crossing his arms, Zane shifted his feet apart and cocked his head to the left, studying her. His stance didn’t intimidate her, but she worried what was going on under that short black hair.
 
   He asked, “Where’d you learn to speak Spanish?”
 
   “I took two years of it in high school and tutored English to the Puerto Rican children in my neighborhood.”  She cocked her chin up at him. “You should consider a few classes.”
 
   “You’re right, but not about classes. I need to make a better effort to appease Suarez since he’s a significant customer. I think you should stick around and translate for me.”
 
   Bad idea. “No.”  Angel shook her head. “I can’t do that.”
 
   “Why? Where’re you going?” he prodded.
 
   Nowhere until she found the coins. 
 
   Before she could answer, he asked, “Where’re you staying?”
 
   “I don’t have a place yet, but I’m not planning on hanging around long.”
 
   He leaned toward her and asked, “By the way, just what were you looking for in here?” 
 
   Oops. 
 
   Not the time to ask about a missing package of boat canvas. The truth would only open a bottomless pit of questions. Sometimes gray worked better than black as long as it was close to the truth. “When I came in the mechanic said I could wait for you.”
 
   Well done, not really a lie.
 
   “You thought he meant here instead of the office?”  
 
   Right now Angel wished she were as skilled at acting as she was at physical training. She tried for a surprised look. “Ohhh, you have an office. That would have been a better choice.”  
 
   He rolled his eyes and shook his head, letting her know her attempt at playing innocent had been a wasted effort. 
 
   Zane put his hands on her shoulders and she held very still. “I’ll tell you what. This contract with Suarez is only for a short time. I’ll give you a place to live in exchange for translating.”
 
   The last thing she could agree to do was hang around and help with his business. On the other hand, figuring out how to eat, sleep, and find transportation on less than a hundred dollars would be a challenge. Even with the transmitter bracelet gone, hiding from Mason for any length of time without a chunk of money would be unrealistic. 
 
   More like impossible. His resources were practically unlimited.
 
   And, Zane was the only common denominator for locating the coins. 
 
   Rocking back on his heels, like he had all day to wait for her answer, he pulled his hands back and slid them into the pockets of faded jeans that fit him like a glove. The snug powder gray T-shirt hugged his broad chest. Her eyes traveled lower to a worn brown leather belt just above... 
 
   Embarrassed, her eyes shot up to his face in time to catch the mirth in his gaze confirming he’d caught her roaming vision. 
 
   Like she needed to encourage this strange attraction between them? Spending time in close proximity to this man might not be advisable.
 
   “You still owe me for the flight out of Raleigh,” he pointed out.
 
   She rolled her eyes this time. He would play his ace. Besides, she had no other option. 
 
   “O-kay,” she huffed. “But I’m not promising how long I’ll stay.”
 
   “Fair enough.”  Zane checked his watch. “It’s close to four. Let’s go.”
 
   “Go where?”
 
   “Home.”
 
   She hadn’t even considered where he’d offered for a place to stay. “You mean your home?” she clarified.
 
   “Don’t worry. I have a foldout and you should know by now you’re safe with me.”
 
   True. He wouldn’t harm her and he’d try to stop someone else from hurting her. He wasn’t the problem. 
 
   She was. Just standing near him short-circuited the common sense area of her brain. Her body had none when it came to Zane. 
 
   Crazy hormones were throwing a party just for him and didn’t give a fig about coins or Mason.  
 
   Strain of the last two days settled in all at once, causing her to feel a bit lightheaded. She blinked her eyes to clear her vision and admitted she couldn’t be picky when she desperately needed at least one solid night’s sleep. 
 
   Zane lifted a hand toward the exit. “Ready?”
 
   With a final nod of acceptance, Angel picked up the linen shoulder bag she’d dropped near the door and stepped out ahead of Zane, then he led the way to a massive Dodge pickup. 
 
   That figured. The man wouldn’t fit in anything smaller. 
 
   Flashy mag wheels gripped raised-letter tires. The four-wheel-drive machine had been painted Saturday-night-lipstick-red and accessorized with chrome jewelry. 
 
   No wonder men referred to their vehicles as feminine counterparts.
 
   Zane opened the passenger door. The new leather scent engulfed her as she stepped up to the high captain seat. A wide console separated them, suiting her just fine. Calm dove-gray covered the interior, contradicting the screaming exterior. 
 
   She checked all around the inside of the truck for a brown paper package with Gulf Winds Marina labeled as the destination.
 
   No such luck. 
 
   Several ropes were piled across the narrow back seat of the extended cab. A large bundle of half-inch thick rope lay in the rear floorboard. What in the world did he use that for? 
 
   She switched mental gears to more important concerns. 
 
   How soon would Zane fly out again? She needed another shot at hunting for the package in his hangar. If it didn’t turn up there, she’d head back to the marina in case the boat curtains had been floating around in transit and finally arrived. 
 
   Either way, once she had a solid night of sleep, she’d be on the run again. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter 12
 
    
 
   Watching Angel climb into his truck, Zane was amazed she could still stand upright. 
 
   Had she even slept since he’d last seen her? He wouldn’t bet on it based on the exhaustion in her eyes. What had she gone through to reach Ft. Lauderdale? She must have had some funds for the secondhand clothes and transportation, but he had a feeling she didn’t have much or she wouldn’t have agreed to stay with him. 
 
   His suspicions flared at everything she’d done from wiping her fingerprints to showing up in his hangar. He should turn her over to the police to let them determine if she needed protection or incarceration. 
 
   But her fear was palpable. 
 
   Every protective instinct had roared to the surface the minute he’d found her again. He’d be damned if he’d let her slip away this time. 
 
   Life had taught him that not everyone who avoided the law was a criminal. Judging this situation without all the facts could get someone seriously injured, or killed.
 
   Bringing in the authorities might shove her into more danger. He couldn’t do that. Not until he had answers. He’d never forgive himself if something happened to her because of nothing more than suspicious activity. 
 
   With enough money and connections, whoever chased her could get to her anywhere. He’d heard some of Ben’s stories. Protective custody sometimes amounted to caging the prey for a fenced hunt by the bad guys. 
 
   Zane walked around and climbed in the driver’s side, cranking the engine. One look at Angel’s long legs now covered in jeans reminded him of the old bruises on her thighs. 
 
   He’d like to pay a personal visit to the person who had inflicted those wounds. 
 
   With the kind of men she had on her tail, how had Angel made it all the way here alive? And why did she fight him so hard when she knew he was trying to help her? 
 
   Sure, he was a stranger, but if she had anyone else to turn to, she’d have gone to that person. 
 
   Frustration welled inside him. 
 
   His gut just did not want to believe that she was a criminal. 
 
   What about wiping her fingerprints off every surface she touched? Okay, so his gut failed the Sherlock test. 
 
   Pulling out on the highway, he mulled over yet another suspicious action – finding her in his storage room.
 
   Had she been looking for the gold compass? 
 
   Possibly.    
 
   In the few minutes he’d been driving, his misgivings climbed until he began questioning the logic of bringing her into his home. He never brought business home, and purposely kept his two lives separate for his sister’s benefit. 
 
   This could be a stupendous mistake. 
 
   But then he caught a small movement in his peripheral vision and glanced at her.
 
   Angel rode quietly, staring straight ahead. Her squared shoulders boasted of confidence, but the death grip she had on that linen bag belied her stiff carriage.
 
   He made yet another hundred-and-eighty-degree spin from guarded to protective.
 
   She chewed on her lower lip. One hand relaxed, slipped from the bag in her lap. The ring he’d noticed on the flight was now missing from her finger. 
 
   Had she traded the ring for clothes or a few bucks? 
 
   Her fingers trembled against the material. Fear? Exhaustion? Hunger? Or all three? 
 
   Dammit. He had one thing straight in his mind. No one was getting their hands on her until he had his answers. 
 
   No one.
 
   He had more than a few questions, but the best way to draw information from a reluctant individual was with slow, calculated conversation. 
 
   Right now, this angel was too spent and jumpy.
 
   Guess he should be glad that Suarez had stopped by. Oh, his libido hadn’t been a bit happy about the interruption, but the dressed up, pain-in-the-butt, Latin pretty boy’s visit had been opportune. Given Zane a way to gain Angel’s cooperation. 
 
   Having her close tonight would work in his favor. Now that he had her staying with him, it would be easy to get her print by the end of tonight. He had the perfect plan. Once he got her prints tonight, he’d drop them at Ben’s lab first thing in the morning. 
 
   Then he’d know if he had to call in the authorities. 
 
   His chest squeezed at the idea of making that call.
 
   He’d broken rules to save a life, but never to protect a criminal. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter 13
 
    
 
   Parking in front of the sandstone apartment building he’d lived in for a year, Zane mentally patted himself on the back for picking up the place earlier and restocking the refrigerator. He hadn’t cleaned with a guest in mind, just made it habitable after being gone for most of two weeks. 
 
   Angel didn’t let him reach her side of the truck before she jumped out, looking dead on her feet. She’d be able to crash out for a hard night’s rest tonight if he had to stand guard over her the whole time.
 
   He unlocked his navy-blue front door, stepping aside to allow Angel to enter first. Chilly air smelling of lemon furniture polish greeted them. 
 
   Hazy sunlight filtered through the patio doors into the expansive living room he didn’t spend enough time in. She ambled to the middle of the room and stopped in front of the sliding glass doors. The linen bag slipped from her fingers to land next to her sneakers. 
 
   She stared with quiet assessment at the spectacular ocean vista beyond his patio. That had sold him on this location. 
 
   Stone walkways separated tiered layers of immaculate flowering gardens along a boardwalk to the pristine sandy beach. Curling emerald waves from the Atlantic crashed against the shore. 
 
   The sparkling serenity was lost on Zane. 
 
   He couldn’t focus past the foreground. Loose strands of auburn hair dangled below her floppy hat. The white cotton shirt disappeared at the waistband of jeans that covered a sweet pair of cheeks.
 
   “What a beautiful view,” she sighed.
 
   Honey, you have no idea. “One of the best I’ve ever seen,” he muttered. He’d love to pull the hat off and finish the vision.
 
   She looked over her shoulder at him. “What?”
 
   Bright sunlight in the background haloed around her. Highlights danced across the curves of her body, tantalizing the image his mind was determined to create. 
 
   Oh yeah, he’d take that hat off. 
 
   In his fantasy, it would land on top of a pair of jeans and white cotton shirt already tossed on the bedroom floor.
 
   “What’d you say?” she asked, exhaustion running her words together.
 
   “Nothing,” he answered. “Make yourself at home.”
 
   She didn’t move a muscle. “Have you lived here long?”  
 
   “You mean in this apartment or Ft. Lauderdale?” He walked into the kitchen. “How about something to drink?”
 
   “Water, please,” she called out. “How long have you lived in Ft. Lauderdale?”  
 
   He handed her a chilled bottle on his way to open the glass doors to the patio. 
 
   “Three years.”  Heat blanketed him as he stepped onto the green and white ceramic tile. With the crook of his finger, Zane motioned Angel to follow then pulled out a black wrought-iron chair with a plush outdoor cushion on the seat. 
 
   “Take a load off.”  
 
   Just as Angel set her water on the mosaic table surface, the doorbell chimed. 
 
   Damn. Don’t be Trish. “Sit tight. I’ll be right back.” Zane strolled away, intent on handling this quickly.
 
   Angel popped up, ready to leave if she recognized his guest. She had a clear view of Zane, but not the other person. 
 
   At the door, he stepped back to allow a tall young woman to enter. Thick black hair covered her head, falling in dainty curls around her face. She was striking with her dark hair and creamy complexion. 
 
   She wrapped two delicate arms around Zane’s neck and planted a kiss on his cheek. They spoke quietly for a moment, Zane sounding serious about something he was saying. 
 
   Seeing those two together pricked her temper. She couldn’t be jealous. She hardly knew this man. 
 
   Or the woman Zane was so cozy with. Black curls bounced every time she moved. Reminded Angel of a pixie, all delicate and pretty. 
 
   Angel had never been considered delicate. 
 
   She’d had to be in shape as an athlete and tough in prison. Delicate equaled dead in there. Eyeing Zane’s visitor, Angel doubted that graceful, curvaceous body hugging all over him had ever spent forty-eight hours living through a torturous survival weekend or running a marathon. 
 
   Or living on catnaps for a year for fear of getting her throat slit. 
 
   She had every reason to be proud of what she’d accomplished. So why was she suffering a moment of feeling inadequate just because she stood so close to feminine perfection? 
 
   Zane’s smile flattened out into a straight-line frown.
 
   Now that improved Angel’s mood. 
 
   A bit uncharitable on my part isn’t it? Too bad. She could live with the guilt.
 
   She moved a little closer to catch what was being said. 
 
   The twenty-something woman prancing around Zane in an ankle-length bright peach dress and straw sandals laced up her calf could be a professional model. She had a southern accent when she spoke. “Sugar, I’m fine, really. I told you. Heidi came to get me as soon as I called. You missed me, didn’t you?”
 
   “I always miss you,” Zane answered, with a smile that bordered on tolerant. 
 
   Beginning to seriously dislike the beautiful visitor, Angel stepped all the way around the table and leaned forward to hear better. 
 
   The dark-eyed woman wrapped an arm around Zane’s waist, hugging herself to him. “I came by three times this week looking for you. You’re harder to catch than a shadow. Thanks for my surprise. I found the birdhouses when I came in this morning.”  Her sultry voice carried just enough sincerity to validate Angel’s suspicions. 
 
   This woman was more to Zane than just a friend. 
 
   Did he intend to entertain another female while Angel slept on the couch? Not going to happen. 
 
   He gathered the dark-haired beauty close in an affectionate embrace. 
 
   Angel suffered a moment of longing. She wanted those strong arms wrapped around her body. 
 
   Hold it. What was wrong with her? This guy had a life and at least one girlfriend. What he did should not matter to her. 
 
   Besides, she’d be long gone once the coins surfaced. Hopefully tomorrow. 
 
   So watching those two shouldn’t grate on her nerves. 
 
   “Who’s that?”
 
   Angel snapped to attention at the woman’s question. 
 
   Zane strolled back to the patio with an arm around his guest’s waist and said, “Trish, meet Angel, a friend of mine. Angel, this is my sister, Trish.” 
 
   His sister? Ohhh. Immediate mood improvement. “Nice to meet you.”  Angel stuck her hand out. 
 
   Trish gave her an up and down once over then leaned forward, a little unsteady, to take her hand. “Angel, huh? Interesting name. Nice to meet you, too.”  
 
   The tart smell of alcohol brushed over Angel. She forced herself not to wrinkle her nose in reaction and held her smile in place. 
 
   Trish turned to Zane. “I didn’t realize you had company, but I’m glad you’ve given up celibacy. At least that rules out your being a priest.”  She chuckled at some personal joke.
 
   “Trish.”  His single word came out full of warning.
 
   “Okay, okay. No games today.”  She turned back to Angel, “Be nice to him. He’s all I have.”  Trish pecked her brother’s cheek. “Gotta go. Heidi’s waiting. See you later, Sugar.”  With that she pranced out the door, reminiscent of a child on her way to play.
 
   Angel started to call her back to correct Trish’s misconception of the situation, but that familiar smell of alcohol had hijacked her thoughts. An odor that brought back sad memories of Angel watching as her mother died of the disease. She couldn’t help thinking that Trish might be past the point of comprehending anything Angel tried to explain. 
 
   She moved backward until she could prop against the railing and watch as Zane closed the front door and returned to the patio. His impressive shoulders seemed to droop as though he carried an invisible yoke made of cast iron. He obviously cared about his sister. 
 
   Angel shrugged it off, turning her attention to the afternoon wind fanning nearby palm trees. Stiff-leaved branches rattled with each brief gust, giving background music to the serenity. 
 
   Zane stepped outside and took up a relaxed position, leaning against the outer wall across from her. He shoved his hands into the front pockets of his jeans in what was becoming a standard look for him. “Sorry. Wasn’t expecting her.”
 
   Guess they were going to talk about his sister after all. “I enjoyed meeting her. She looks like you around the eyes and mouth. How close are you in age?”  
 
   “Trish is twenty-three. I’m nine years older.”
 
   “Why the big gap?” 
 
   “She was a mistake.”
 
   Hell of a way to describe his sister. What could she say to that? “I see.”
 
   “Whoa.”  Zane threw a hand up as a stop sign. “You don’t understand. I love my baby sister like my next breath. I don’t think she’s a mistake, but my parents never planned on a second child.”
 
   Had Trish felt unwanted and turned to alcohol to numb the pain? Angel had lived around alcoholism. Drinking during the middle of the afternoon and middle of the week weren’t good signs. “Does she work?”  
 
   “Trish has a small gift shop not far from here.”
 
   “How long has she had the shop?”
 
   “About three months. I want to get her moved to Las Olas Boulevard, an older area of Ft. Lauderdale that’s been revitalized.”
 
   “Why move if she’s only been open three months?”
 
   “Because she...” He paused as if he’d almost said too much and mentally edited as he spoke. “The gift shop’s okay, but her heart’s in working with antiquities. She could make a go of it on Las Olas, but that takes a lot of capital. We’ll get there.”
 
   We? Was Zane in partnership with his sister? Sounded like he had a financial investment as well as a personal one. Why was Trish drinking during the day and stopping by here when she had a business to run? 
 
   As though talking to himself, he murmured, “I won’t lose her.”
 
   Angel jerked her eyes to his face. She understood that look, the desperate drive to keep someone alive. Had Trish’s new business happened as a result of her drinking? Something Zane encouraged to keep his sister busy and away from a bottle? 
 
   Angel understood wanting to fix someone, thinking that if you tried hard enough and came up with all the right ideas, it would stop the person you loved from destroying her life.
 
   But alcoholism had to be cured from the inside out and that took the person with the problem wanting to make the change. 
 
   Zane wouldn’t want to hear that, especially from a stranger so Angel offered, “Trish has the personality for a people business.”
 
   He paused and answered slowly, a bit cranky. “She’s definitely a social butterfly.” 
 
   Where was that edge in his voice coming from? “Lucky for her that you travel and can find things for her store like the birdhouse.”
 
   “Yeah, but that’s not anything of value. Everyone carries that kind of crap in home decorating shops. Trish should be an estate appraiser. That’s what she studied to do. Loves all that old stuff.”  He seemed to have wandered off in thought, brooding about something. 
 
   “It must be nice to for her to be self-employed and close enough to pop in.”  Angel smiled, trying for something positive to lift his spirits.
 
   A longer pause, then Zane said, “But what you’re really saying is that you’re surprised to see her here in the middle of the day when she has a business to run.”  
 
   Well, that was stupid. Now she’d ticked him off. She remembered the days of being on edge whenever someone mentioned her mother. Always expecting to be criticized because her mother was a drunk. Zane could be just as hypersensitive about his sister. “I didn’t mean it to sound that way. I like Trish. She seems very sweet.”
 
   One thing she’d say about Zane was that his anger flared and dissipated with the same speed. 
 
   He lifted a hand and rubbed his chin. “You didn’t do anything wrong. I get a little uptight when it comes to Trish. Her life hasn’t been easy.”  He stared off into the distance. “My parents gave me every opportunity, but by the time Trish accidentally came along, they were tired of child rearing – what little they’d been interested in to begin with. I took off and she got the leftovers.” 
 
   Angel couldn’t stop the next words from falling out of her mouth because she’d drilled one mantra into her own head daily for years. 
 
   “Hard knocks make you a stronger person. From the sound of it, your sister is probably pretty tough.”  Seeing a family side of Zane piqued her interest to know more about the man who’d opened his home to her. “What do you mean by leftovers? You said you took off. Where’d you go?”   
 
   Even as he sheathed his face in a calm expression, pain trickled into his eyes. “I went into the Air Force when she turned nine. My parents pawned her off on friends and relatives so they could...” He paused to make air quotes. “‘Enjoy their life.’ Almost like they knew they’d die in a car crash before they reached fifty.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Zane.”
 
   He lifted his head as if hearing his name drew him. Standing away from the wall, he moved forward, slowly consuming her personal space. 
 
   She should back away and make her boundaries clear. 
 
   But she didn’t. The only reason to withdraw would be out of fear and she wasn’t afraid of him. 
 
   She’d lived her life in tiny moments for a long time and didn’t want this one to end. Not yet. Probably exhaustion talking, but she wasn’t up for arguing.
 
   When he stood in front of her, Zane bent his head forward, focusing all that intense scrutiny on her. A formidable power swirled around him. He was rugged and confident and sexy as hell. Mere inches separated his face from hers. That urge was back. The one that had her holding her breath, wishing he’d follow through on the offer in his eyes. Just a kiss. 
 
   Where would be the harm? 
 
   But she couldn’t instigate it. 
 
   She had so little experience with men she’d make a fool of herself. 
 
   He asked in low voice, “Now that we’ve cleared up Trish’s history, what’s yours ... Angel?”
 
   When he said her name like that, as if it were a pet name, his voice reached inside her and stroked her heart. 
 
   She couldn’t breathe for fighting this wild craving he brought on. A tornado churned behind the dark eyes drilling straight into her soul. Balmy ocean air ruffled his T-shirt and lifted fine hairs across her face.
 
   He used a finger to brush the hairs away from her cheek. “Talk to me, Angel.”
 
   The softer he spoke the more he hypnotized her, but she didn’t want to talk. Clouds diffused the late afternoon sun sweeping her along in the moment. 
 
   His aftershave teased her senses, blended with the salt air to draw her towards him. She wanted to erase the stern line of his wonderful mouth. 
 
   Angel raised her hand then lost the nerve to touch his lips. 
 
   He caught her hand, wrapping it in his long fingers. “You said I couldn’t help. What can someone else do that I can’t?”  
 
   His deep voice kept reeling her in closer and closer. 
 
   “Nothing,” she whispered, not thinking about her answer beyond mumbling a response born of fatigue. If she curled up in the safety of his arms, would she finally sleep through the night? She couldn’t think clearly. His large, warm hands had moved to her arms where he stroked slowly up and down, waking up her skin. 
 
   One kiss. She’d never wanted to kiss a man more than right now. 
 
   He leaned forward a tiny bit, their faces only a whisper apart. She softened her lips, anticipating.
 
   “The truth, Angel, just tell me the truth so I can help you. Why are you avoiding the law?”
 
   That broke the spell.
 
   She flinched and backed away, cursing herself for letting her guard down when she should be vigilant. He still thought she’d committed a crime and had tried to seduce her into saying something she shouldn’t. She managed to keep her temper in check. Only it wasn’t just temper this time. It hurt. 
 
   So much for trusting men. 
 
   He asked, “What’s wrong?”  
 
   Did he really expect her to believe he hadn’t been trying to pull something? “Nothing.”
 
   “Nothing is female talk for something. I don’t understand what I did wrong.”
 
   He was kidding, right? “Other than making me feel like a fool?”
 
   “How’d I do that?”  His surprise was too sincere to be faked.
 
   Now she’d talked herself into a corner. “Never mind.”
 
   He lifted his hands. “Never mind is like nothing. Loaded with hidden meaning. Why’re you angry?”
 
   She’d wanted someone to ask her that for years so she could rant about all the injustices she’d suffered in silence. Maybe it was time to speak her mind. “You were trying to trick me.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “By acting like you wanted to kiss me when that wasn’t what you wanted at all.”
 
   “Like hell. I do want to kiss you.” 
 
   She’d have enjoyed a moment of thrill over that admission if he hadn’t shouted it. “Really? Does the idea of kissing a woman always make you this angry?”
 
   “No, just you.”  
 
   She couldn’t think what to say to that. Well, the hell with him. She would not let him see how that had stuck a splinter in her heart. “Glad we got that straight.”
 
   He lifted his fist and thunked his head. “That didn’t come out right.”
 
   Taking a breath, she composed herself to answer calmly. “I think it was perfectly clear.” Before he could say another word, she changed the subject. “I hope a shower comes with my room-and-board deal, because I’d love one right now.”
 
   A muscle in his cheek jumped. He didn’t make a sound. To his credit, he wasn’t shouting at her. 
 
   Not that he intimidated her. Far from it. 
 
   She hadn’t realized until meeting Zane just how much she liked large men. Or maybe she just liked this one. 
 
   When he finally spoke, it came out with resignation and acceptance. “You still have the yellow shorts and T-shirt?”
 
   “Yes, but I need to wash them.”  
 
   “Tell you what. Give me those, then take off what you have on and drop your clothes outside of the bathroom over there.”  He pointed down the hall before continuing. “Take your time. Soak in the Jacuzzi if you want while I toss everything in the washer. There’s a dispenser with soap and shampoo. Linens are in the tall cabinet. The bottom drawer of the middle cabinet has new toothbrushes, disposable things and female stuff you’re welcome to use.”  
 
   Oh? She made a sound of surprise before she caught herself. Celibate, my ass. His sister clearly wasn’t up on just how much female traffic ran through this apartment. 
 
   “Don’t give me that look, Angel.”
 
   “What look?”  She could do innocent. 
 
   “Like I’m a man ho. My sister hates to be alone and, as you witnessed, she shows up whenever. She put that drawer together for when she spends the night here. There’s a hairdryer and whatever in there, too.”
 
   She experienced a moment of relief for no reason, at least none that would make a lick of sense if she dissected it. 
 
   Digging out her clothes from the linen bag, she felt a little strange about handing the bundle to him. When was the last time anyone had washed her clothes? She’d done the laundry for everyone at home from the time she’d reached ten years old.
 
   When Zane took the handful and disappeared into the kitchen, Angel headed for the bathroom where she peeled off the clothes she wore and deposited them outside the door. Every conceivable luxury installed in the luscious bath had been decorated in black marble with copper flecks and adorned with copper hardware. Very masculine. 
 
   Zane must do well in spite of his poor customer service attitude. 
 
   When she had a steaming hot tub of water and bubbles – thank you, Trish – Angel sank into what was certainly one step from heaven. Her muscles moaned at the welcome feel of hot water. She bathed slowly, enjoying more luxuries such as a razor and girlie soap. Soaked to the point of wrinkling, Angel finally forced herself to step over to the beveled glass shower so she could rinse off and wash her hair. 
 
   At the wall-to-wall mirror above the vanity, she tried to avoid her reflection until feminine vanity forced her to see how well she was healing. She’d lost some body weight from lack of eating and sleeping over the past week. Just a few yellowish fist-sized bruises remained across her back and thighs, but one ugly one still shined on her side. The last of her cuts were starting to heal. 
 
   Look at the positive. All those battle scars still belonged to a living body. 
 
   She brushed the tangles from her hair, and the parts that had dried began to curl half-heartedly. Couldn’t she have curly or straight hair? No, it fell in half-assed curls. After seeing Trish’s cute bobbed cut, Angel would love to cut hers, but couldn’t. Not yet. 
 
   Shorten it now and she’d have few options if she had to change her appearance even more. For the time being she’d stuff the wimpy mass under her hat. 
 
   No disguise would keep Mason at bay for long. 
 
   Every hour that went by decreased her chances of remaining free. 
 
   Had Mason had incriminating evidence against her delivered anonymously to the FBI? 
 
   The coins had been stolen from Bolen Gallery in Boston. They were beyond rare. The news still carried sound bites. She needed to find someone who remembered a lone female runner on the trails outside Raleigh during the time of the theft – a person above reproach who would swear under oath that Angel had an ironclad alibi. 
 
   But how? Run an ad for witnesses? 
 
   She’d been a loner since getting out of prison and had lived in a two-room house out in the woods. The theft had happened over a weekend, or someone would have seen her working around Mason’s warehouse. He swore he had evidence that placed her at the scene of the crime. Truth or lie?
 
   Deal with one problem at a time.
 
   The plan was coins first, alibi next, then cut a deal with the FBI. Until then, she had to stay on her toes to avoid the FBI. And, if she pulled all this off, she’d have the evidence to hang Mason. 
 
   He’d handled the clear sleeves that protected the coins.
 
   This time, the fingerprint that put someone in prison would be his. 
 
   After wiping down everything she’d touched in the bathroom, Angel stuck her head out the door. Country music played in the living room. She called out softly, “Hello. I’m done. Are my clothes dry?”
 
   Silence.She wrapped a thick towel around her that only reached a few inches above her knees and barely covered her breasts, but she wanted her clothes. Now. Holding the front of the towel with both hands, she tiptoed out to search for the laundry room and saw the washer and dryer through an open door on the other side of the kitchen.
 
   Her clean clothes sat folded on top of the dryer. 
 
   But that meant walking across the kitchen half naked.
 
   Where was Zane? Had he stepped out? 
 
   The bath had refreshed her more than she realized and now she was rethinking the idea of staying here tonight. That meant the risk of bringing trouble to Zane’s door. All she had to do was check at the marina each day until the package arrived. She could find shelter until then, somewhere far from Zane and his sister. 
 
   He’d done more than enough by helping her escape Raleigh. 
 
   If she worked out a WITSEC deal with the FBI, she’d have them send a letter to Zane explaining everything.
 
   Her chest hurt at the idea of leaving. It would be so easy to stay, but Zane couldn’t solve her problems and didn’t deserve to be caught in the crossfire if Mason caught up with her. 
 
   She’d have to dress right here for any hope at getting out the door fast enough. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter 14
 
    
 
   Zane heard Angel call out the second time as he finished his conversation with the High Vision representative. 
 
   No definitive time as yet for picking up their overseas shipment expected to arrive in Jacksonville any day now. He’d fly out the minute he was notified. Zane had three days left to prove to High Vision he was the perfect choice to handle their southeastern cargo shipping. 
 
   It might be easier to hand the entire contract to one of the other two groups contending for their business, but Zane had outperformed both of them every time they went head to head in the southeast. This was his territory.
 
   By the time he ended his call and checked on Angel, the bathroom was vacant. His stomach fell. 
 
   Was she gone again?
 
   He rushed toward the kitchen, halting one step from plowing through the knee-to-shoulder café doors that hung between the kitchen and living room. 
 
   The curvaceous body that had raced through his dreams came into view, barely covered with a towel. 
 
   Good thing he’d stopped here. The swinging doors hid just how much he appreciated what the terrycloth didn’t cover of Angel’s body. His mouth turned to cotton just looking at those legs. Don’t even think about looking at her chest. 
 
   She turned around and caught him staring. Guilty. 
 
   Now handcuff me and make me pay. 
 
   He should turn around and walk away. But if it were that easy, he’d have done it already. 
 
   She cleared her throat and asked, “Did you want something?”
 
   Loaded question. Hell, yes, he wanted something. Her. 
 
   Admitting that wouldn’t earn him any points. Not after he’d screwed up on the patio. Had he really said wanting to kiss her made him angry? Idiot. She’d thought he was trying to trick her. 
 
   He scrubbed a hand over his face. “Find everything okay?” 
 
   “Yes.”  
 
   Damp strands of cinnamon hair licked her shoulders. One wisp clung to her cheek. She tucked the end of the towel in tighter at the top of her toga wrap, sending his damned gaze there. Drops of water trickled down her slender neck to the slight crevice created by two soft mounds of ivory breast.
 
   Following that trickle with his tongue would be heaven. 
 
   Spending a night in the same apartment with her and only thinking about chasing that water droplet might kill him. 
 
   “Give me a minute and I’ll get dressed.”  She lifted the wad of clothes to her chest. 
 
   He wanted to kick himself. She didn’t need some guy leering at her after all she’d been through. And he didn’t even know everything she’d been through.
 
   “I heard you call, but I was on the phone,” he mumbled, backing away. “I’ll wait in the front room.” He turned and walked away, hearing the sounds of her footsteps hurrying behind him from the kitchen to the bathroom. By the time the door closed, he still stood at rock hard attention. If she dressed slowly enough, he might be at ease by the time she got back.
 
   Think about ... flying. 
 
   What the hell was wrong with him? He had better control than that, but dammit he’d never been turned on so fast around a woman who wasn’t trying to raise his interest. 
 
   Angel sure as hell wasn’t trying to encourage him. She wouldn’t even be here now if he hadn’t coerced her into staying with him. He’d have done worse than manipulate her if it kept her off the streets and somewhere he could protect her.
 
   No, he couldn’t blame Angel for his lack of control.
 
   He’d dated some hot women and had no trouble finding someone to spend a night burning off energy with, so this clawing need to keep her close and to touch her made no sense. He was overdue for some serious downtime. This proved it, because Angel was pretty, but nothing like the women he normally chose. 
 
   He’d never gone for thin and muscular. 
 
   Liar. That body was trim and well toned. 
 
   And her eyes were too big for her face. 
 
   Soft eyes that carried too much living for someone her age and more emotion than she liked revealing. When her guard dropped an inch, her lashes would lower to half-mast. 
 
   Then she’d smile. 
 
   Yeah, she had a heart-stopping smile and legs ... good Lord, what a set ... that went on forever and...
 
   Hell. He started getting hard again and she wasn’t even in the room. 
 
   He had the discipline of a goat. 
 
   Shaking his head, he wandered into the kitchen. Maybe another bottle of ice-cold water would help – poured over his crotch. 
 
   If that didn’t do the trick, then how about remembering that he had yet to figure out whether she was a criminal. That should douse any spark of desire that flamed up.
 
   Angel walked into the kitchen just as Zane managed to stuff his reaction to her under a veil of polite indifference. 
 
   She eyed him warily and hooked a thumb on the waist of her jeans. 
 
   For some reason, it dawned on him right then that she hadn’t given him any panties to wash. 
 
   Don’t go there. 
 
   He’d understand his reaction if she dressed in some skimpy outfit, had her hair styled and makeup exaggerating her finer qualities, but she didn’t have a speck of makeup and only wore the cotton shirt and jeans again. 
 
   Damn if it wasn’t fresh and attractive. He particularly liked the soft, barely-there curls showing up as her hair air-dried. What would it feel like to run his hands through those fine strands or feel them brush against his chest? 
 
   He gritted his teeth. Polite indifference, remember? 
 
   Got it. 
 
   She turned her shirtsleeves up at her wrists, eyes not really settling on any one spot. “Thanks for letting me use your bath. I feel much better.”  A loud growl erupted from her stomach.
 
   “Sounds like you’re ready for dinner.”  When was the last time she’d eaten? “Give me a minute to clean up and we’ll grab a bite.”  He wanted to check the bathroom before they went anywhere. Before walking away, he pinned her with a serious stare. “You will be here when I come back, won’t you?”
 
   That she took a moment to answer told him she’d been contemplating leaving, but he’d noticed that she tended to dance around the truth rather than rattle off a lie. After a long sigh, she nodded. “I’ll wait.” 
 
   Zane accepted her word, but also had a security monitor in his bathroom with lights that would indicate if anyone opened a door or a window. He shut himself inside the bathroom then squatted down to view the counter and faucets. Every inch had been wiped clean. He lifted the water bottle she’d tossed into the trash basket next, but knew he’d find no fingerprints there either. 
 
   Impressive, in an extremely suspicious way. 
 
   No problem. 
 
   He had the perfect place to eat. The owner would supply him with her entire set of tableware if Zane asked for it. 
 
   Making quick work of his shower while keeping an eye on the security monitor, Zane strolled back into his living room. He found Angel planted in the middle of the floor gazing out the glass doors. Was she so uncomfortable around the strange environment that she wouldn’t sit down on the leather furniture? 
 
   Or was she so careful to not leave a print? 
 
   “Ready?” he asked.
 
   Turning to answer him, concern shadowed her face. “Can’t we 
 
   
just order a pizza?” 
 
   “I know a great little Italian restaurant, really a hole in the wall. Only locals go there. They make the best pizza, but you should try their lasagna.” 
 
   She slumped in defeat, obviously tired. Once he fed her a decent meal, she’d probably sleep like the dead.
 
   Cutting her eyes back over to the glass doors to where purple twilight closed in on the beach, she must have seen something that made her decision. “If it’s not too expensive,” she mumbled. 
 
   “I’ll buy dinner. Consider it a bonus for pacifying Suarez today.”  He doubted money mattered as much in her agreement to go as the fact that the sun was setting. Dark offered protection from being easily seen. 
 
   “Just a minute.”  She retrieved her hat and bag, twisted her hair up and shoved the hat on. “Okay, I’m ready.”
 
   Hat or not, he’d recognize that body. Who did she hope to outfox? He herded her to the truck, ready to finally nail down her identity. But would he be just as pleased with himself once he had fingerprint results tomorrow?
 
   In the four miles to the restaurant, the scenery deteriorated from snazzy to worn out. While he described how the area had changed in a mere three years, Angel looked where he pointed but rode in silence, hands in her lap, touching nothing. Her discipline was remarkable, and at the same time disconcerting.
 
   He pulled into a rundown strip mall with one significant store in the center surrounded by small eclectic retail shops. Once a high-end grocery, the cavernous anchor of the center now housed a sprawling flea market he’d spent a couple of outings wandering through with Trish when he couldn’t get out of it. 
 
   Parking in front of De Nikki’s, he strolled around to open Angel’s door. She stepped down, eyes cautiously flicking about, which put him on alert. 
 
   Inside the restaurant, a rotund Nikki, with a salt-and-pepper handlebar mustache, greeted Zane like a lost cousin. Nikki had a heavy crowd for this early on a Thursday night. Must have something to do with the upcoming holiday weekend when locals dined out the night before the tourists descended.
 
   As Nikki directed them to a small table in the back, Zane almost ran over Angel when she abruptly stopped in front of him. 
 
   He caught her shoulders to keep from knocking her down. 
 
   “What’s wrong?” he asked, quickly scanning the room, taking in the people and assessing everything for threats in a matter of seconds. Nothing appeared out of place. What had pricked her attention? 
 
   The smile she offered him was countermanded by vivid apprehension in her eyes. 
 
   “Clumsy. I stumbled.”  
 
   Nikki had noticed them not following and walked back. “Problem?”
 
   She smiled the way women do to make men think everything is fine. “Where’s your ladies room?”  
 
   Nikki pointed to the far side of the entrance. “To the left of the front door, next to the hostess stand.” 
 
   Zane didn’t want to let her out of his sight, but what could he do? He’d sound ridiculous telling her not to go, especially while Nikki listened. He caught her by the arm as she stepped away. “Are you okay?”
 
   “I’m fine.”  
 
   She didn’t look fine. Something had rattled her. 
 
   “Please, Zane, people are staring.”  Angel slipped from his hold and walked quickly back the way they’d come then scooted into the ladies room.
 
   He gave the dining room another once over before going to wait for her at the hostess stand. Nothing unusual stood out. He might be reading more into this than he should. 
 
   Nikki stepped around Zane and asked, “Is there a problem, Mr. Zane?”
 
   Before he answered, Zane waited until a slender, middle-aged man in a gunmetal gray suit stepped past them on his way to the front door. Zane gave the man a second look, then grimaced at the direction of his thoughts. Here he was, acting suspicious of Nikki’s clientele when in truth Angel was the dubious one. 
 
   He answered Nikki. “No. My friend hasn’t felt well and I’m a little concerned. I’ll wait to see how she’s doing before we sit down.”
 
   “Oh, poor thing. Not a problem. You just tell me if you want me to fix something to go.”
 
   “Thanks, Nikki. Oh, one more thing. Is that the only door in and out of the bathroom?”
 
   Nikki gave him a quizzical look. “Yes. That is it.”
 
   Ten minutes later, patience spent, Zane asked Nikki to send a waitress in to check on Angel. 
 
   The girl returned immediately, wide-eyed and confused. “The bath-room is empty.” 
 
  
 
   
 
  
 
   Chapter 15
 
    
 
   Zane pounded his steering wheel. 
 
   What could have spooked Angel? 
 
   He’d been confident she couldn’t get past him. He knew the men’s room had no other way out than the door used to enter. Unfortunately, an exterior wall on one side of the ladies room held two old-fashioned crank-out windows, which she’d managed to slip through. 
 
   His chest tightened at the thought of her alone again on the streets. The change of clothes helped to camouflage her, but she’d been worried about spending money on food. How far could she travel on limited funds?
 
   Another aggravating thought hit him.
 
   He still didn’t have a fingerprint. Damn.
 
   Zane kept methodically cruising streets around the area near the restaurant. Maybe she’d run a sufficient distance to feel safe and stop. If she saw his truck, he wanted to believe she’d trust him enough to come out of hiding.
 
   Trust him? She didn’t trust him at all or she’d tell him who was chasing her. 
 
   He drove slowly through the residential sections near the restaurant, up and down back streets. Solitary streetlights illuminated crossroads, but not much else. She could be hidden anywhere within the unlit maze of thirty-year-old homes surrounded by enormous tropical vegetation. 
 
   No lost female flagged him down. 
 
   An hour later, he quit the hunt, frustrated at losing her a second time. His own stomach growling, he picked up a pizza on his way home. A mild wind blew through the silent parking lot of his complex as he locked the truck. He carried the pizza into his apartment, dropped it in the kitchen then walked through the living room to slide the door open to his patio.
 
   And froze.
 
   Angel was curled up in a corner, asleep and hidden from view by a thick bush on the other side of the patio railing.
 
   She was alive. He kept telling himself that so his chest would relax. 
 
   For the second time that day, relief flooded through him. 
 
   He should shake her until her teeth rattled for the anxiety she’d put him through. But lying there with that floppy hat half on her head, she looked so vulnerable that all he wanted to do was wrap her in his arms, tuck her close, and keep her safe. 
 
   Another day of this and he’d lose his mind. 
 
   He opened the door slowly and stepped into the warm night breeze. She stirred. Her eyes blinked open then she jerked, looking around, clearly trying to orient herself. Two exhausted amber eyes peered up at him, looking as relieved as he felt. 
 
   He gave her a moment then walked over and squatted down. “Hey there.”
 
   She murmured something that echoed his words.
 
   He ran the back of his finger lightly along her baby soft cheek, inhaling the fresh smell of shampoo, no mousse, no spray, just plain shampoo. How could soap and shampoo smell sexy? He didn’t know, but it did.
 
   The urge to kiss her hit him square in the chest.
 
   Kissing her might make him feel better, but he wouldn’t risk anything that would send her running again. He spoke softly to not startle her. “I was worried about you. Where’d you go?”
 
   She rubbed her eyes and mumbled something that sounded like, “A guy stared. Didn’t know, um, had to go. Sorry, don’t worry.”
 
   Her eyes fluttered a couple of times. 
 
   This little Energizer Bunny was out of energy. No run left in her. Damp hair stuck to her face from a light sheen of sweat. She must have traveled the four miles back on foot. 
 
   “Come on, Angel, you need to sleep.”  He snaked his arm around her waist to lift her to a standing position. 
 
   She let him lead her forward, but once inside the apartment she stopped, shook her head, and said, “Not until I get another shower.”  
 
   The back of her blouse was damp from her exertions. He’d seen no clothes other than the running outfit she’d worn when he first met her.
 
   “Sure. I’ll give you one of my T-shirts to sleep in and we’ll throw your clothes back in the washer,” he said.
 
   “Thanks. Really sorry to be so much trouble.”
 
   “Honey, it’s no trouble, but I wish you’d tell me what’s going on.”
 
   She smiled, the shy expression too sweet to be criminal. “I don’t want you to get mixed up in this mess. You’ve been so nice to me. I owe you that.”
 
   He sighed. One tap and she’d fall over. He hadn’t slept much during the last two weeks himself. Any questions would keep until tomorrow. “I’ll get you the T-shirt.”
 
   By the time Angel walked into the kitchen fresh from her shower, Zane sat at the counter sifting through mail. She wore his pale blue cotton T-shirt with a redfish busting a wave on the front. It hung halfway down her thighs. 
 
   Nothing else, just her and the T-shirt. He knew it.
 
   Warning signals screamed from the side of his brain that had been trained to take note of suspicious activity. No one wiped her fingerprints clean everywhere she went. She’d been held captive – he was certain – and then chased down by a deadly group. He’d caught her digging through his storage room looking for something he’d bet played a major role in her tenuous situation. Hard not to think that when his instincts said she’d followed him from Jacksonville looking for whatever she’d lost. 
 
   His mission should be clear – determine her identity and find out if she was tangled up in anything illegal that could cause him big trouble. 
 
   With complete lack of regard for all that logic, his body was still interested in all that creamy skin not covered by his T-shirt. 
 
   She’s probably cold, the brain in his pants suggested. Yeah. She might be chilled, need him to run his hands over that exposed skin and warm her up.
 
   Or he might just be a goat after all. 
 
   Zane beat his randy side back into submission and tried to see her with the objective threat assessment skills expected of someone with his background. 
 
    He’d studied the enemy. He should pay more attention to the criminal behavior. 
 
   But she didn’t fit the profile of a threat of any kind. Damp hair framed her face. A soapy clean fragrance filled the air between them. She couldn’t seem to lie to him without acting as though she felt guilty. His eyes trailed down the two enticing legs that spanned the break between shirttail and floor. 
 
   There were dozens of reasons he should keep an emotional wall between the two of them. 
 
   But right now he didn’t want a wall between them. 
 
   Hell, he didn’t want that T-shirt between the two of them and couldn’t ignore the inappropriate thought pounding through his mind. 
 
   The only thought firing every cell in his brain.
 
   He wanted her. Bad.
 
   “Pizza smells good.”  She raised her eyebrows, waiting to be invited.
 
   Don’t make her ask for food, moron. “Sure. Here.”  He opened the box. “Want it heated?” 
 
   “Nuh uh. It’s perfect.”  She picked up a slice and proceeded to devour it like he’d served her Beluga caviar. She licked her rosy lips after each bite, the pink tongue destroying his state of mind. 
 
   He broke loose a slice and lifted it to his mouth. Kept his eyes averted, anything to shut down the crazy fantasies over how much he wanted to feel that mouth on his body. She’d wiped out three slices by the time he’d finished one.
 
   But then he’d lost his appetite – for food. 
 
   Pausing, she caught her breath, seeming at peace after eating pizza. “I’m ready for bed.”
 
   Dangerous visual. 
 
   He should be able to sleep around the clock at this point, but had serious doubts he’d get any rest. Not with her lying on a bed within the same walls – wearing next to nothing. Before he could dislodge that image, she interrupted his thoughts.
 
   “If the foldout has sheets ... I’m set.”
 
   No way. If she slept that close to the front door she’d turn into smoke and float out through the keyhole. 
 
   He cleared his throat. “You sleep in the bedroom. I’ve got buddies who come by unannounced sometimes. You don’t want to be out here if one of them shows up.”  He could tell she didn’t believe him, but what argument could she offer? 
 
   It was true anyway. Ben was liable to show up at any hour, too ramped up on his weird geek adrenaline to go home after working a bust or a crime scene. Or he would be liable to show up, if his wife wasn’t about to spit out a Ben Mini-Me.
 
   Angel finished a last bite of pizza, then grabbed a sponge and scrubbed her area with the efficiency of a compulsive cleaner. Could that explain the neatnik personality? 
 
   Maybe she had a germ phobia. 
 
   Yeah, sure. If he believed that, he’d be buying swampland in the Mojave Desert next. 
 
   At the door to his bedroom, he watched her climb between the sheets. Silky hair trailed across the pillow. She rolled onto her side with a whispered, “Good night.”  
 
   That pumped another painful throb through his groin. Zane pulled the door almost shut then headed for a shower.
 
   Cold water would only do so much.
 
   He was up and down during the night to confirm she still slept in his bed. With each check on her, she’d shifted to a different position, slowly leaving less and less sheet covering her. 
 
   The last time he peered through the small opening between the door and the doorframe, a band of moonlight beamed over her backside from the break in the drapes. She lay face down on her stomach. The T-shirt had ridden up to her waist from tossing about. 
 
   Yep, he’d been right. No underwear.
 
   Shit. 
 
   He’d never been a damned voyeur. Forcing himself back to the foldout, he battled through the few hours left until daylight. The bad thing about going so long without rest was the danger of sleeping too deeply, which wouldn’t be a problem if not for needing to hear Angel if she tried to sneak out.
 
   No if to it.
 
   When she did sneak out, he’d be ready for her. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter 16
 
    
 
   Mason answered his cell phone. “Lorde.”
 
   “ML, got news,” CK reported.
 
   “Good news, I hope.”  Mason was in neither a patient nor a forgiving mood. But one man had never failed him. If anyone could find his treasure and the bitch who’d stolen it, CK was that man. 
 
   “It’s all in how you look at it. Your hot little number has gone south.”
 
   “How far south?”  Mason sat forward in his leather chair, hand automatically reaching for the gold compass that had also gone missing. Angelina wouldn’t get far now that his bounty hunter had caught her trail.
 
   “Way down. She thumbed rides with truckers. Last one dropped her in Ft. Lauderdale.”
 
   Florida. Why would she go there? Her background checks had been thorough. Angelina’s parents were dead. She had no siblings, didn’t even list a next of kin when he’d hired her. Had listed a charity sponsoring Olympic hopefuls as her beneficiary for her retirement fund.
 
   When he’d hired her, her prison record had played in her favor. She hadn’t known it at the time, just thrilled that he’d offered her a position in his warehouse. 
 
   And she’d been his best employee, busting her butt above and beyond in every aspect of her job. 
 
   How could he have misjudged her so badly? He’d been certain she’d play ball once he brought her into the secret side of his international organization. Who’d have expected an ex-con to possess an honest streak?
 
   Mason asked, “What’s next?”
 
   “Just got the background on that pilot who picked her up.”
 
   “Vic said the guy didn’t know anything about her.”
 
   “Could be, but he flies out of a Ft. Lauderdale airfield.”
 
   Mason considered everything. “You think they’re working together?”
 
   “Hard to imagine, based on her info in the file you gave me. The pilot checks out like Mr. Clean, nothing to indicate any connection between those two or between him and you. But she probably found out where he lives or at least where he keeps his plane.”
 
   “And the little bitch went running down there looking for a shoulder to cry on and a place to hide,” Mason thought out loud. 
 
   “Want the pilot picked up?”
 
   “Not yet.”  Mason hadn’t reached this point in his life by allowing anyone to intimidate him, but that fucking Czarion had warned him against drawing the attention of law enforcement. “Find her and put a tail on the pilot. Grab her the minute you can, but catch her alone. I want her by Saturday and without drawing attention. Call me as soon as you have her. Do whatever it takes, but make sure she’s alive.”  
 
   “Will do.”  The connection ended.
 
   When the time came to end Angelina’s life, Mason wanted that privilege. He just hoped he hadn’t given CK too much leeway with capturing her. CK could stretch the meaning of “do whatever it takes.”  The downside of dealing with this bounty hunter was his rumored sex binges. 
 
   Mason had wanted Angelina from the minute she’d walked into his warehouse and would have enjoyed her at his compound the first time he’d visited her here if not for her ill-advised attempt to flee. He’d been forced to teach her humility, then wait on her recovery.
 
   Silly twit. She’d been useless for days after that, unconscious most of the time. When he found her this time, he’d bring her to heel, but with restraint. He wanted her fully aware and pleading for mercy when he took her. 
 
   Just as soon as he had the coins in hand and Czarion off his back. She’d pay for that, too. 
 
   No one humiliated Mason and lived. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter 17
 
    
 
   Angel struggled, her feet wouldn’t move. Couldn’t run.
 
   She came awake with a start and pushed up on her elbows.
 
   No men with guns. No dogs. No Mason. 
 
   Her feet were tangled in a sheet. She fell back against the gigantic bed, smelling Zane as if he slept next to her. 
 
   She missed him. No reason to miss someone she shouldn’t even be hanging around, but she did and had awakened an hour ago searching the room for him before crashing back to sleep. 
 
   Shouldn’t have fallen back asleep and opened the door to nightmares. 
 
   Mason’s ice-blue eyes had seemed so real her skin still crawled at the thought of him touching her. She shook it off and climbed out of the gigantic bed, stretching her stiff muscles. The room felt big and protective, like Zane. A framed photo on a teak chest across the room caught her eye. Using the tail of her T-shirt as a barrier against touching the frame, she carried the photo to the window. 
 
   She angled the picture under the light. A much younger Zane hugged a teenage Trish who was dressed in a graduation gown. Pride burst through his wide grin. The man was seriously hot without the smile, but add that and his desirability stock went up triple. 
 
   Trish had been blessed with the devotion of an older brother. 
 
   What would it have been like to grow up with a strong, protective male watching over her? 
 
   All Angel could credit her father with was feeding and clothing her and her mother. He’d been more a stranger than a parent. She’d never questioned his late night security work. Not until a detective had snapped handcuffs on her wrists, then charged her with delivering drugs for her father. 
 
   She’d received a crash course in the world behind bars.
 
   Honesty had always been her policy – a trait learned at her mother’s knee long before alcohol had changed that – but the detective had taught Angel the fallacy in being forthright. She’d spilled everything, answering every inquiry he put to her in the interrogation room. She’d been sure she’d walk out a free woman. 
 
   Then he’d turned the tape recording over to the District Attorney who’d used her as another notch in his political belt.
 
   Her first hard lesson in life had been simple. 
 
   Don’t trust a man, particularly if he had anything to do with law enforcement. 
 
   Angel replaced the photo and slipped through the door connecting Zane’s bedroom to his master bathroom. A haggard face stared back at her from the mirror. She twisted her hair into a knot on top of her head while she waited for the air-conditioning to kick on again. The pleasant hum of the cooling system would cover any noise she’d make attending to her personal needs and dressing.
 
   Trish’s large vanity drawer was filled with a stash of hair clips, makeup, lotions, and other feminine needs. When Angel found a bottle of plum colored nail polish, she had the sudden urge to primp. 
 
   The last time she’d dolled up had been in high school. As a lanky teen, taller than the majority of the girls and many boys, she’d been more at home on the track than on a date. Her one serious relationship had lasted two weeks. Just long enough to lose her virginity to a boy who’d sworn his love then revoked that decree by sleeping with Angel’s only girlfriend. 
 
   Her nails needed help, but plum polish wouldn’t save them. She hadn’t worn makeup since getting out of jail, preferring to project a clear “not interested” message to men in general.
 
   Most men heeded her unspoken message, allowing her a wide berth – until Zane.
 
   Tall, sexy, imposing Zane. 
 
   If she hung around any longer she’d be tempted to give in to the desire she’d seen burn through his gaze more than once. Talk about a heady feeling for someone like her. He kept his emotions hidden beneath a “just want to help” façade most of the time, but some reactions were too strong for anyone to shield.
 
   Other women might be put off by a man his size walking his eyes up and down their bodies, but for the first time in many years Angel had welcomed the flattery. Her dormant feminine side had come alive, curious to find out what those suggestive gazes offered. She so wanted to meet him halfway. 
 
   To know that kind of happiness just once in her life. 
 
   Timing had never been in her favor. 
 
   Reality trampled her fantasies. She rolled her eyes. In what universe would she have a relationship with someone like Zane? Her attraction to the sexy pilot could not cause her to lose sight of goals one and two – survival and vindication.
 
   A man had gotten her into this mess. Getting involved with another one wouldn’t solve her problems. 
 
   Enough daydreaming. 
 
   If she’d had any other option last night, she’d have avoided coming back here, but she had no excuse to stay now when Mason would retaliate against Zane with deadly force. Her debt to Zane just kept growing. 
 
   Putting him and Trish at risk was no way to pay it back. 
 
   She peeked out the door to the living room.
 
   Zane still slept, snoring softly. She smiled at knowing that little detail.
 
   Padding to the laundry room, she changed to her too-bright running shorts, jog top, and T-shirt. No choice when she needed the freedom to run if need be. After he’d helped her, the last thing she’d do was take anything from him, even though he’d probably hand over every t-shirt he owned if he thought she needed them. That was just the kind of man he was. She jammed her other clothes into the shoulder bag before pulling on the limp baseball cap.
 
   Her Annie Hall look, as Zane had tagged it, had failed to fool a middle-aged man in a gray suit at the restaurant. She’d barely caught his expression of surprise when they’d entered. His face had shuttered back to bored so quickly she’d have missed the tiny change had she not been intentionally searching the room for a note of recognition.
 
   There was always the possibility that she’d imagined the brief facial alteration, but she didn’t think so. He might be one of Mason’s men or someone he’d hired from down here.
 
   Mason’s subordinates showed no mercy to anyone who got in their way. She’d prayed that the man in the restaurant would follow her instead of Zane, but he’d have to have been fleet of foot to keep up with her. 
 
   Even tired, she ran world-class times. 
 
   Add in adrenaline and no one would catch her.
 
   Maybe she’d been wrong to run to Zane, but she’d been out of options and ... damn him, he’d made her want him. 
 
   Want to run to him. 
 
   Opening her eyes to find Zane looking at her when he’d found her curled up on his patio had been better than the day she’d walked out of prison and her body trembled at the deep breath of freedom she’d inhaled. Zane was unlike any other man she’d ever met. He went from roaring annoyance to gentle and kind at warp speed. 
 
   A complete gentleman. 
 
   Yeah, until he stripped you with his eyes in the kitchen.
 
   That didn’t actually make him any less of a gentleman in her eyes, just a man enjoying what he saw. 
 
   She’d forgotten what it was like to crave a man’s touch. But she craved Zane’s. 
 
   Angel pinched the bridge of her nose. 
 
   Get out of here. She had to, before she did something stupid like give Mason a reason to kill the most decent man she’d ever known. 
 
   She tiptoed to the front door, running shoes in hand. 
 
   Zane slept with a white undershirt covering his broad chest, a mat of black hair curled at the scoop neck. One rope-muscled thigh poked out from under the thin sheet covering his lower half. 
 
   The man was pure sex wrapped up in a steel casing.
 
   She smiled sadly then mouthed the words, “You’re sweet. Bye,” and blew a kiss.
 
   ~*~
 
   Zane flicked one eyelid open just wide enough to catch Angel’s air kiss as the door closed. Hot damn, he’d been right to deactivate his alarm system last night on the gamble that she’d run this morning. Now he had a shot at gathering some intel. Anything that would give him a clue to who she was and who or what she was running from. 
 
   He grabbed the shoes he’d stashed under the end table. The shirt and shorts he’d worn to bed for her benefit saved the time he’d spend having to dress. That would keep her from gaining much of a head start. He laced his running shoes and ran out the door. 
 
   Intentionally letting her go was a calculated risk that would blow up in his face if he lost track of her. 
 
   He saw her turn south down the main highway just as he hit the sidewalk, but she was still close enough that he could keep her in sight. Brilliant rays of sun pierced the ruby horizon above the ocean on his left, highlighting her perfectly in the distance. 
 
   Angel’s stride lengthened to a loping jog. 
 
   Where could she be headed? 
 
   In spite of the early morning cool air, sweat trickled down his back from the rising humidity. He maintained a steady pace over the first mile. As he kept a safe space between them, his mind worked through the possibilities. 
 
   Could she be meeting someone?
 
   He kept track of her with his peripheral vision. A person could feel someone watching them. Based on what he’d seen, Angel should be looking for thugs in huge SUVs and shouldn’t notice just another runner among several others taking advantage of the early morning low temps. 
 
   Her repeated, quick head checks answered his main question. 
 
   She wasn’t meeting anyone, but avoiding someone. 
 
   She cut across the street then took a sharp corner. Twice she made a complete loop to end up somewhere she’d already passed. He didn’t understand at first, but finally grasped that she was backtracking to circle behind anyone who might be following. 
 
   It was a good tactic, and she was smart. But he’d been following her for half an hour and she hadn’t realized he was on her tail. He’d had training. He’d bet his truck that she’d had none and was running on pure street-hardened instinct. He admired her evasive maneuvers. 
 
   As he neared a heavy business district, the street traffic picked up on the divided four-lane highway alongside where they ran. 
 
   How long could she hold this pace?
 
   The screech of tires against asphalt disrupted the morning peace. 
 
   One look at the black sport utility and Angel took off as if she’d been shot from a cannon. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter 18
 
    
 
   At the skidding sound of a vehicle braking hard, Angel stumbled and spun around. 
 
   A black Land Rover. No identifying logo on the side, but she didn’t need a gold triangle to confirm she was in trouble.
 
   She spun away. Pedestrians impeded her progress as she cut in and out of small groups ambling along the sidewalks. She dashed through the middle of an intersection, running against the traffic then shifted easterly, towards the beach. 
 
   Rounding a corner, she slid to a stop, stymied. 
 
   Either the buildings were too tight, with one fence connected to the next, or the land so sparse it offered nowhere to hide. She stood out bright as a caution flag in a car race.
 
   Keep moving or die. 
 
   She spotted an opening to the beach between two towering condominiums further down and plowed through the soft dunes toward the surf. The hot breath of fear clogged her lungs. Would he kill her and walk away from the coins? 
 
   No. Not Mason. 
 
   Wading through the deep sand conjured the image of sinking into a quicksand pit. She whipped her head around, expecting a black sport utility to fly airborne over the dunes, ala Hollywood. 
 
   On the other side of the dunes, the sand firmed under her feet.
 
   Miles of shimmering beach stretched in both directions bordered by the rolling ocean on one side and an endless row of skyscraping structures on the other. 
 
   She turned south into a salty breeze.
 
   With solid ground underfoot, she sped down the packed surface trying to outdistance Mason’s men, even if she hadn’t outwitted them. They might be incapable of hanging with her on foot, but their radios could always outrun her.
 
   She passed a group of shirtless old men surf fishing. A loose shoelace slapped one ankle. Way down the beach, tiny people speckled the wide shoreline. None were running towards her with guns drawn so she stopped and squatted down to retie the shoelace. 
 
   Her fingers deftly performed the task while her eyes swept over the beach. She started to rise when a ping sounded. 
 
   Sand blasted up next to her foot. 
 
   She charged away from the surf with the speed of a missile seeking a target and sped toward the protection of the buildings and highway. She hadn’t moved this fast since the last time she’d been in a dead heat finish at a road race. Her heart beat painfully against her breastbone.
 
   Maybe Mason would kill her. 
 
   Otherwise, why would his men take a shot at her – unless they assumed she carried the coins on her body?
 
   At the ocean side of a high-rise condominium, she slowed enough to work her way around the fence circling the pool area. A driveway bordered the side. She scampered down the paved path to a connecting parking lot.
 
   Finding the only obvious hiding spot between a tour van and a late model Cadillac, Angel ducked down to get her bearings.
 
   She forced herself to take deep, slow breaths to quiet her panting.
 
   A car passed slowly. 
 
   She raised her head above the sedan hood to see a two-lane road with vacant structures and local retail businesses scattered among souvenir shops. 
 
   None were open for business, yet. Damn. 
 
   She had to keep moving until she found a place to hide. An abandoned building was her best bet for cover until nightfall.
 
   Three well-done senior citizens picked their way down the sidewalk, a block south from where she hid. From the north, a cocoa-skinned teenage girl in tights pumped weights, speed walking towards Angel on the same side of the street.
 
   As the girl passed her, Angel jumped out to the sidewalk and dashed across the thoroughfare at the nearest intersection. 
 
   She turned down an alley next to a long, derelict brick building and grabbed the first door. 
 
   It was locked tight. Damn! She ran further down and tried two more. No good. The last one opened. With a quick look behind her, she stepped inside the dark space. 
 
   She squeezed her eyes shut and opened them slowly. With her eyes adjusted, she stumbled through debris on the floor, breathing the mildew-tinged air. Shafts of light pierced through cracks in the disintegrating roof. 
 
   This had potential.
 
   Noises echoed through the hollow structure. She stopped. Scurrying sounds wafted to her from different directions. The place was probably a breeding ground for every imaginable critter. Domestic animals weren’t a concern, but after her time in jail she had a deep-seated fear of rats. 
 
   Flashes of light beaconed from a door swinging half off the hinges on the far side of the narrow building. She picked her way to the opening then waited for several minutes, making sure the coast was clear, before forcing herself to move again.
 
   At the rear of the building, a narrow street ran along like a back door access road. A large produce truck was being unloaded at a grocery a block away to her right. She eased to her left, moving away from the activity until encountering a wooden barricade that connected the next two buildings, blocking any exit. 
 
   The longer she remained exposed, the higher her pulse jacked. It would take a helicopter to keep up with her twisting route, but right now she had a deep appreciation for a duck flying around on opening day of hunting season. 
 
   The nearby crunch of footsteps on gravel froze her. 
 
   She started to go, then stopped. 
 
   Which way? Her heartbeats spiked the longer she stood paralyzed in indecision. 
 
   What had she learned in survival training? 
 
   Indecision got you killed. Instincts took over. 
 
   She ran in short bursts, casting hasty looks over her shoulder, and paused behind a stack of tires at the rear of an abandoned gas station. Her heart raced, every breath coming in painful bursts. 
 
   She fought to keep the panic at bay, but couldn’t ignore the truth. 
 
   Mason would eventually kill her. 
 
   She didn’t want it to be today. 
 
   Her options were disintegrating into thin air. She had no clue where she was or how to find transportation out of this city. Her hands shook as she swiped perspiration away from her eyes. The hat had flown off, somewhere. She could feel her hair hanging loose on one side. 
 
   It didn’t matter. 
 
   The gunman had recognized her, hat or no hat. 
 
   Hands shaking, she picked her way around the garbage-strewn rear of the gas station and peered down a wall shrouded in thick green ivy vines. Next door, clumps of thorny sandspur plants covered the vacant lot, offering no protection.
 
   The derelict station offered the only possible hideout she could find. There were several doorway openings not completely overtaken by vines on the whitewashed concrete block structure. With trembling fingers, she felt her way along the wall as she eased toward the street, sticking tight as a shadow to the building. 
 
   Yellow shoes and a bright yellow shirt – some shadow.
 
   As she passed the first two openings, dilapidated exterior bathrooms, she gave each an obligatory glance then held her breath against the stench and moved on. 
 
   She considered ducking into the next open doorway to what at one time must have been the waiting area of the service station. Tall half broken glass windows stretched from the other side of the doorway to wrap around the front. 
 
   Damn. She couldn’t hide there. Had to keep moving.
 
   She headed toward the street. Just as she cleared the doorway of the station, a massive hand covered her mouth and a powerful arm encircled her chest, jerking her inside. 
 
   He had her.
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter 19
 
    
 
   “Shhh. It’s me, Zane.”  
 
   Angel slumped, her back against his chest and her relief so vivid it was a living thing. When he moved the hand that covered her mouth, she muttered, “I don’t deserve your help, but I’m glad to have it.”
 
   With her no longer resisting, he switched his hold from one of capture and restraint to support and comfort. He cupped the side of her face, lowering a finger to stroke along her neck. 
 
   Her heart hammered under his arm. Her breathing rushed out in gasps. 
 
   She’d had the hell scared out of her. 
 
   He’d had the hell scared out of him, too. 
 
   Following her had been challenge enough. His heart had lurched up into his throat when the bullet barely missed her. It had taken everything he could muster to try to catch her when she’d torn away at one hell of a quick pace.
 
   Why hadn’t the shooter gone for her body? The shot hit too far in front of her to have been aimed for the bulk of the target. 
 
   Had the shooter meant to kill or only wound? 
 
   Or run her into an ambush?
 
   Who in the hell was after her? The bullet could have just as easily hit her head as the ground next to her shoe.
 
   Her body quaked against his chest. Trying to calm her, he rubbed her arm, still glistening with moisture from her exertion. He couldn’t resist brushing his lips over her hair, so damned glad he’d found her and caught her before she ran back out into danger. 
 
   Zane expelled a breath of pent up anxiety. 
 
   An eternity had passed after seeing her head toward the gas station. He’d stood in the doorway worried he’d guessed wrong and she was gone, permanently. His usual calm control had almost deserted him. He’d been seconds from bolting out of the building to search for her when she walked up.
 
   Zane folded her closer, enjoying the feel of her body next to his. She was safe and alive, for the moment. 
 
   Just as soon as he got her somewhere safe, she’d get an earful from him. Expecting patience at this point was too much. She’d tell him who was chasing her and why. No more cat and mouse games. 
 
   The thought of anyone harming Angel brought out a deadly side of him unlike anything since his time in the second Gulf War. He’d left his share of casualties over the years, but he’d never intentionally hurt anyone who hadn’t deserved it. The next person to put a mark on Angel would land on top of his physical retribution list.
 
   First he had to get her out of here – alive. “Are you okay, Angel?”
 
   She drew a deep breath and pushed against his hold. 
 
   When he loosened his grip, she turned around. 
 
   Don’t yell at her. But dammit, he needed to yell at someone. Fear for her life had him ready to unleash his frustration.
 
   Then she raised an ashen face and tear-rimmed eyes to him. Her body shook from head to toe. One side of her hair drooped to her shoulders, while the other remained in a badly twisted knot. Sweat trickled down the side of her neck from the effort she’d expended to escape capture.
 
   Her eyes searched his. She obviously waited for judgment, a naked plea for understanding written across her face.
 
   His heart twisted. He’d always believed the world was made up of good guys and bad guys and knowing who wore the white or black hats had been a simple process. Until Angel.
 
   Every logical neuron in his being placed her on the wrong side of the law. His heart begged to differ and defend her honor.
 
   Therein lay the problem. His heart had a lousy track record. 
 
   Her bottom lip quivered.
 
   To hell with the debate raging between his brain and his heart. Zane pulled her to his chest, wrapping her in his arms. Her sleek body fit perfectly next to his. 
 
   An old man, leaning on a cane, strolled past the front of their hideout, tapping the ground as he went. 
 
   Zane shifted her deeper into the shadows. He scanned the surroundings beyond the dingy glass windows for any sign of threat. When nothing ominous moved along the silent street he returned his attention to Angel. 
 
   She tilted her head back, looking as though she was going to speak, but chewed on her bottom lip instead. Firm breasts slowly rubbed against his chest as her breathing eased. The slight movement sent wild cravings through him.
 
   He swallowed.
 
   The pink tip of her tongue appeared and left a wet trail across her cinnamon lips. Time slowed as he stared into the depths of eyes the color of fine bourbon. 
 
   At that moment, nothing could have stopped him from what he wanted to do. Had to do. 
 
   He gently kissed her, tasting the salty sweetness of her lips. He’d meant it to be gentle, full of comfort, but her response kicked him in the chest. She’d hesitated at first then moved into his arms, molding to him. Her hands pushed up his back to hook around each shoulder, anchoring him tighter. 
 
   Hunger and need balled into a flash fire of heat. 
 
   She kissed him back, bold and urgent. His tongue slid in to caress her mouth along the smooth inside. Her delicate tongue tormented his. Muscles along his shoulders rippled with each grip of her fingers. 
 
   He slipped his hands under the back of her damp shirt to caress every creamy inch of smooth skin then press her closer to him. She clutched his neck as if afraid he’d break the contact. 
 
   Not a chance. 
 
   He tore his mouth from hers to explore the smooth skin along her neck, tasting the salty dampness from her run. She purred against his chest, flexing up for more like a kitten in need of cuddles.
 
   Slipping one hand under the front strap of her tight running top, he grazed her nipple with his thumb.
 
   She gasped and arched forward against him. Heat seared him from his chest down through his groin. 
 
   His arousal pulsed through his nylon shorts, leaving no doubt that he wanted her.
 
   He did. To the point he hurt with the need to do so much more than kiss her. To see her amber eyes flash wildly when he brought her to climax. When she pushed her hips up against him, he grazed her nipple once more and heard her suck in her breath. As if drawn to the very core of her heat, his fingers slipped away from her breast to trail down her abdomen.
 
   She moaned in protest at the change.
 
   Until he lifted the edge of her shorts to where panties had been built into the design. He scraped his finger against the thin barrier of material shielding her heat. 
 
   “Zane ... uh...”  She started panting. 
 
   He hadn’t thought he could get any harder, but he did the minute she rubbed against his hand.  
 
   A car horn blew outside, startling him.
 
   He might as well have had cold water thrown on him. Zane froze with his hands in every inappropriate place he could possibly have them and gritted his teeth. Damn it all. What the hell was wrong with him? Some maniac stalked her and he’d dropped his guard. 
 
   Another minute and he’d have ripped those shorts off her and dropped his pants.
 
   He had a disgusting lack of self-control around this woman.
 
   Withdrawing both roaming hands, he held Angel by the shoulders when she swayed. Passion glazed her eyes. He wanted to kiss her soft lips all over again.
 
   She blinked, then seemed to come back to this world in the next instant and pushed away. Confusion and surprise flashed in her eyes. He could handle that, but the embarrassment he saw before she lowered her lashes cut him deep. He’d done that.
 
   When her lips parted to speak, he shook his head.
 
   Her delicate brows knitted together in irritation. She opened her mouth again, determined to have her say.
 
   He put two fingers on her lips and let his gaze roam past her until she understood they had to be quiet. 
 
   Based on activity outside the abandoned gas station and the amount of daylight, he guessed the time to be nearing seven in the morning. A young boy rode past on a tangerine bicycle oblivious to any danger lurking nearby.
 
   Zane leaned close to Angel’s ear. “We’re moving out. Stay close to me.”
 
   “No.”
 
   Wrong answer. 
 
   He whispered, “The last time you said that I had a gun shoved in my face. Do as I say. We’ll discuss this later.”
 
   He pinned her tight against his chest in an unspoken order to cooperate. The scowl he gave her didn’t seem to deter her at all. 
 
   She yanked hard on the back of his shirt then pushed up on her toes. He lowered his ear close to her mouth, fully expecting the berating he deserved for behaving like a hormonal teen. 
 
   “Let me go ahead,” she whispered. “I had an ... incident on the beach. Someone is following me. It’s risky for you to be with me. I’ll meet you somewhere.”
 
   Zane couldn’t believe his ears. Unarmed, wearing clothes bright enough to be a bull’s target, she was trying to shield him. His words were terse to cut through any more argument. “Incident, my ass. Someone shot at you.” 
 
   She stared with shock and murmured, “You saw that?”
 
   He nodded. Leaning close again, he said, “I know all the back ways out of here. If someone’s following you, they won’t see us. Trust me.”
 
   Her face displayed a myriad of emotions, then something he wanted to call trust entered her eyes. What had she been through to be so cautious about trusting a man who’d come to her aid twice and expected nothing in return? 
 
   Liar. He’d been seriously close to undressing her three minutes ago. But that hadn’t been due to expecting anything in return. Just the raw need to have her. 
 
   Zane rubbed her back lightly and gave her shoulders a reassuring squeeze. He took her hand, leading her outside before she could resist his help. 
 
   She never stumbled as he scuttled them through a maze of narrow passageways, taking several detours in and out of vacant buildings. Though he’d followed her for miles, she’d circled so much they weren’t far from his apartment. In less than an hour, they trotted into the parking lot at his apartment.
 
   In his rush to leave, Zane had left the apartment unlocked. Any other time he wouldn’t be concerned, but that was before someone had taken a shot at Angel. 
 
   He punched the code to open his truck door, then pulled his .40-caliber Sig from the leather holster tucked in the console. He hesitated in indecision over what to do with Angel for several seconds. The last thing he wanted to do was expose her to a hidden danger within, but he’d learned better than to let her out of his sight.
 
   Pushing the door open slowly, he glanced inside, first to the right, then around the corner at his unmade foldout bed. Frigid air welcomed him. When Zane stepped inside, Angel tried to move next to him, but he swung her close to his back and kept a tight grip on her wrist, careful not to bruise her. Room-by-room, he cleared his house, something he hadn’t had to do since he was shot down and searching for shelter in enemy territory. Ten minutes later he was convinced no one waited inside for them.
 
   In the living room, he rounded on Angel. Arms crossed, feet apart, he was ready for answers. “Okay, enough of these charades. What’s going on?”
 
   “I told you.”
 
   “You said you had an arrangement that went sour,” he pressed. “This doesn’t look like a pissed off boyfriend. Who is this guy and what does he want?”  
 
   Angel wrapped her arms around her chest and moved away from him to stand in front of the terrace doors. “I can’t tell you.”  She sounded as disappointed as he felt.
 
   “Then explain why you can’t.”  
 
   She spun around to answer, hair swatting her face. “Don’t you understand? He is dangerous. Worse than that. I have to go. If he finds me with you he’ll – ” 
 
   “He’ll what?” Zane interrupted.
 
   “He’ll hurt us both. He’ll kill me, and anyone who helps me is in just as much danger. I couldn’t live with it if something happened to you because of me.”
 
   No one was going to kill her.
 
   Her distress was sincere. This hunted woman put his safety ahead of her own. 
 
   It happened again. The lines between black and white blurred a little more. 
 
   He’d always been the toughest kid in his class, never bested by an adversary from football to martial arts. He’d been his sister’s protector, his squadron’s leader and the first to race toward the enemy. 
 
   No one had ever stood between him and a threat.
 
   He’d learned to defend himself at a young age both physically and emotionally with no one to rise to his defense. The depth of Angel’s concern pushed him into turbulent emotional territory, with no navigational charts. 
 
   In the same breath she had refused to answer his questions, aggravating him beyond reason, then confused him with her selfless consideration for his safety. 
 
   His world to this point had been simple. 
 
   Everyone was primarily either good or bad. Guilty or innocent. Black or white with not a whole lot of gray.
 
   How was he going to figure out where Angel fit in that world? 
 
   Not knowing was giving him hell. 
 
   He had resources to call on who could help her, but he had to know she wasn’t in some kind of serious trouble with the law.
 
   Somehow, he doubted that would change her mind. “I need you to trust me.”
 
   She didn’t hurry to answer, a sign that she gave consideration to what she intended to say. “The funny thing is that I do trust you, but that doesn’t mean I’m willing to put you in the middle of something you aren’t responsible for. The less you know, the better. I made a bad choice. Now I need to fix my mistake and I can’t guarantee this isn’t going to turn out badly.” 
 
   Zane sighed. Convincing her to go to the police might be his best recourse after all. The longer he delayed, the higher her risk was of injury or capture by the wrong people. “Since this guy is so dangerous, why don’t you go to the police?”
 
   Her face turned guarded. “No. He, uh, has contacts everywhere. I can’t risk talking to the police.”
 
   “Even if I vouched for someone in law enforcement? There are laws to protect women from men who stalk and brutalize them, regardless of the circumstances. Especially when the guy tries to shoot you.”
 
   She shook her head. “It’s more complicated than being stalked.”
 
   There it was again. That bad feeling that she hid something not quite kosher. By the end of the day, he would have a fingerprint if he had to tie her down. 
 
   She squinted her eyes at him then. “Why do you carry a gun in your truck, Zane?” 
 
   “I have a permit to carry concealed. Not everybody you meet in the cargo business is nice.” Especially when the DEA asked him to take contracts with less than savory characters at times. A frown furrowed her brow. Please don’t press that point. Zane’s cell phone rang in the distance. Saved by the jingle. “Don’t move.”  He retrieved the phone. His pulse jumped when he recognized the High Vision dispatch number. 
 
   This was the call he’d been waiting on. 
 
   What was he going to do with Angel if he had to fly out?
 
   Zane stood where he could watch her from the doorway while he answered out of her hearing. 
 
   “Black here,” Zane said. 
 
   Samuel Ritter’s familiar voice started issuing instructions, as usual. “You’ve got a pickup at Bentley Field near St. Simons Island in south Georgia for High Vision this afternoon. Has to arrive in Ft. Lauderdale in time for a transfer to Miami by 1900. A High Vision representative will meet you at Sunshine Airfield when you return.”
 
   That wasn’t the location or shipment Zane expected. “I didn’t think your company had a branch there.”  Plus Zane had never brought any of their cargo shipments back to Sunshine Field. 
 
   “We don’t. The chief financial officer has a home on St. Simon’s Island,” Sammy clarified. “This shipment is specifically for him.”
 
   Damn. Flying something for the CFO was a positive sign. And a test, he’d bet. He didn’t care as long as they gave him the cargo contract. Zane checked the clock on the microwave. Making the run was no problem, but he couldn’t leave Angel alone. 
 
   “I can be there by one o’clock. What can you tell me about the load?”  
 
   “All I’ve been told is it’s a high-priority shipment from the CFO’s wife, something personal. They’ll let you inspect the package before loading. Supposedly it’s approximately three-by-three and they don’t want the contents discussed for security reasons. Based on the insurance value noted, I’d handle it with kid gloves.”
 
   “I always do.”  Zane could see his goal within reach. The High Vision cargo contract for this region would guarantee his ability to fund a great nest egg for his sister’s antiquities business. He’d put her in a place on Las Olas Boulevard where she and her business would be respected.
 
   He could sub out additional charter contracts that weren’t specifically for the DEA. Build his business and get a more stable flight schedule for himself at the same time. 
 
   More than all of that, he could get Trish the help she needed, starting with that uber-expensive rehab. Without Zane even asking, Ben had researched them all and handed Zane a file on the best place. Ben always came through.
 
   Zane would not lose his baby sister. But for that to work, she needed his support. He had to be around and couldn’t do that making every run himself at all hours of the day and night to maintain his reputation as a hotshot. That wasn’t a name he would’ve used for himself in the military, but if his competition thought of him that way, and it earned him business, so be it. They could call him Fred Flintstone for all he cared. 
 
   He checked his watch and told Sammy, “I’ll confirm delivery by 1730.”  
 
   “Ten-four.”
 
   Zane snapped the phone shut and turned to Angel. “I’ve got to make a run up to Georgia, just south of Savannah, and back.”
 
   She cheered up at that. “Have a good flight.”
 
   In a hurry to get rid of him, was she? “You’re going with me.”
 
   “Why?”  Not smiling now. 
 
   “You did agree to translate, didn’t you?”  Zane gave himself a mental pat on the back for quick thinking.
 
   Her mouth dropped open then she snapped it shut. “You need me to translate in Georgia?”
 
   “There’s a possibility.”  A rare possibility, but one never knew what to expect, he reasoned. 
 
   A thought hit him. Maybe she was uncomfortable being stuck in close quarters with him after the incident in the gas station. She’d clearly been embarrassed. Had what little gain he’d made toward earning her trust been negated by his lust and lack of control?
 
   “Angel, another thing. Sorry about what happened in that building earlier. Won’t happen again.”  He hoped. No promises if she walked out of the bathroom in a towel again. 
 
   She said nothing, but her jaw set and she gave him a curt nod. 
 
   Now he felt lower than a snake’s belly. What had he thought she’d say? That she’d loved kissing him and feeling his hands all over her, and wanted him to touch her again? 
 
   Yes. 
 
   So much for his moment of fantasy. At least there was one thing he could get right. He knew what she’d probably like about now. “Why don’t you grab a shower?”  
 
   From her exaggerated sigh he concluded she was obviously not happy with him or his plan for her day. Then her face brightened. “Tell you what. I’ll go with you if you’ll agree to spend some time cleaning up your storage room.”
 
   “Why? There’s nothing wrong with it.”
 
   “That place is a wreck. How do you even find stuff and know for sure if anyone has picked up their cargo?”
 
   “I have a system,” he muttered. 
 
   “Not an efficient one by the looks of that place.” She shifted her pose and lifted her chin with a stubborn look he was starting to recognize. “If you want me to stay here and accept your generosity, then I want to help you get organized.”
 
   I am organized, dammit. But for once she was talking about accepting his help. Not wanting to discourage that, he conceded, “We’ll look at the room when we get back.”
 
   “Great.”  She carried her bag of clothes to his master bathroom and snapped the door shut.
 
   While she cleaned up, Zane jumped through his own shower in the hall bathroom and threw on a collared golf shirt and khaki pants. He slid his loaded Keltec .32 down the inside of his boot. The Sig, just like the ones the DEA issued, he stashed in the false center of a hardback novel, which he tucked into his flight bag. It was similar to the weapon he’d trained with in the Air Force and carried in his survival vest when he’d flown combat missions, so it hadn’t taken any adjustment. 
 
   He walked into the kitchen to find Angel wearing her jeans and white shirt. 
 
   At this rate, after a week of washing, that outfit would disintegrate. She leaned forward on the counter with a slice of cold pizza in one hand. Her downcast eyes drifted back and forth across the front page of yesterday’s paper. An almost empty glass of milk rested near the edge of the paper.
 
   “You can have anything you want,” Zane pointed out to her. “You don’t have to eat day-old pizza.”
 
   “This is great. You have no idea how badly you miss pizza until you can’t get it for a year.”  She’d mumbled her answer without looking up from the newspaper. 
 
   Where had she lived that she couldn’t get pizza? He’d file that away for now. 
 
   Zane checked his watch. They had to get moving. “You ready to go?”
 
   She didn’t even hesitate as she cleaned up after herself, wiped down the counter and washed the glass. She hefted the linen bag to her shoulder. “Lead the way.” 
 
   After scooting her out to the truck, Zane made three switchbacks on his way to the airfield. He detected no one following them, but someone had spotted Angel while she was running down the beach. If her pursuers had figured out that she was with him, logically they should have come after her by now. 
 
   Nice if he could relax and take that as a good sign, but unfortunately, logic and criminals didn’t always go hand in hand, which meant he’d have to be on guard for anything at this point. 
 
   Where would her pursuers show up next?
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter 20
 
    
 
   Zane was sorry about the kiss.
 
   Sorry about that kiss? 
 
   Angel stewed in the co-pilot seat as Zane reached cruising altitude. Granted, they hadn’t picked the best time to do a sexy cha-cha, standing in that abandoned station, but he clearly regretted it. What had happened? 
 
   She’d been sure he was enjoying himself as much as she had. Well, maybe not as much as she had – not when he’d slipped his fingers inside her bra top. And started to do the same with her shorts.
 
   Her nipples perked up at the reminder. The pair of traitors hardened just thinking about his touch. If he’d kept his hands on her another couple of minutes in that old gas station, the heat coming off her skin would have torched her clothes. 
 
   But something had changed by the time they’d returned to his apartment. For him anyway. Maybe he’d come to his senses and realized he could do so much better. 
 
   With his looks, he probably had a string of beautiful, sophisticated women vying for his attention. Bet he never tossed out a penalty flag after kissing one of them.
 
   She certainly wasn’t beautiful or sophisticated.
 
   But that didn’t stop her from thinking of how much she’d like to have a man like Zane. 
 
   Impossible dream. 
 
   Okay, so who cared? If he wanted to act like nothing had happened between them, so would she.
 
   Zane’s voice buzzed in her headphones. “While we have a little time, how about telling me something about yourself?”  
 
   “Like what?”
 
   “What type of work do you do?”
 
   She’d been pedaling a bike as a courier when she’d been arrested for unknowingly delivering drugs for her father. After jail she’d taken a job as a maid in a filthy motel where rooms were rented by the hour, she’d shoveled refuse at the dump, and waited tables in a strip club because a respectable restaurant didn’t want an ex-con.
 
   Getting hired by one of the largest import-export companies in the country should have been a red flag for her, but no. She’d been too eager to make good.
 
   Two months into her employment, she’d earned a raise and moved up to the position of inventory clerk. And that job had come with opportunities for advancement – from small time jailbird to fulltime felon. 
 
   Give him the short version. “You could say I’m between jobs right now.” 
 
   “What have you done?”  
 
   She couldn’t see behind those aviator glasses he wore, but she’d bet he rolled his eyes at her evasive answer. “I was a bike courier once. How’d you find me this morning?” 
 
   “I normally jog in the mornings. When I heard you leave, I slipped on my shoes to run with you, but you were way ahead of me by the time you reached the beach. Next thing I knew, I saw a bullet strike the sand and you took off like a rocket.”  
 
   Okay, bringing up this morning was a bad idea.
 
   Zane turned his dark sunglasses on her. “You’re pretty fast, even to be running on adrenaline. Did you run track in school?”  
 
   “Yes.”  She pushed that out through clenched teeth. She could deal with the subtle interrogation, but reminding her of what she’d lost punctured an emotional artery.
 
   No one she’d graduated with had spoken to her again after her conviction. Thankfully, the people she’d been training around since she walked out of prison knew nothing of her record, only that her marathon race times were exceptional. 
 
   Oh, crap. All the medals she’d earned before being arrested were still on the wall of her two-room house in Raleigh. No going back there. 
 
   Just like always, she’d busted her butt to earn something only to lose it. 
 
   Zane’s simple question opened a wound she’d thought had healed years ago. Six years spent struggling to survive after getting released had given her little time to think about lost dreams. 
 
   Over the past year, though, she’d committed the sin of dreaming again. Running the Tamarind triathlon in Colorado in two months was to be her big chance at returning to the athletic community and regaining a margin of respect. 
 
   Thanks, Mason, for destroying that dream. 
 
   She felt Zane’s eyes on her again. Knew he wanted more than a one-word answer. “I ran in high school.”  She made a show of checking her watch. “How long’s our flight?” 
 
   “Bentley Field is a little over two hours away. Where’d you go to high school?”
 
   Her throat tightened. “A podunk place. How long have you flown?”
 
   “Fourteen years. I mentioned being in the Air Force. That was until a few years ago.”
 
   “How long were you in?” Angel asked.
 
   He shook his head and smiled. “Not fair. It’s my turn to ask. If we’re going to play question volleyball how about answering mine since I’m answering yours?”
 
   “Fair enough.”   She’d share what she could. 
 
   “Have you run competitively?” Zane started again. 
 
   Two national titles plus a room full of regional trophies by the time she’d reached sixteen. Yeah, that qualified as competitive running.
 
   Her father had hocked her brass trophies for pocket cash.
 
   Tears stung her eyes. Fidgeting, she glanced around and saw a pair of Ray-Ban sunglasses in a side pocket. She yanked them out and slid the dark sunglasses over her eyes, careful to touch only the wire frames, which were too narrow to hold a fingerprint. “I ran track in school and a few local races. Why’d you leave the Air Force?”
 
   His smile faltered. What? Mr. Got-to-know-everything didn’t like question volleyball all of a sudden? 
 
   She smiled, feeling a little smug. 
 
   “After our parents were killed, Trish started having problems. I was no help to her flying jets on the other side of the ocean. By the time I got back to Texas she was in the hospital.”  
 
   Fingers on his right hand flexed out and back in, gripping the yoke. Angel didn’t think he was going to continue until she heard his low voice in her headset.
 
   “Her best friend, Heidi, found her after Trish had gone to a hotel with some guy and he’d beaten her half to death. Trish told Heidi she’d screamed until she’d passed out, but no one helped. The place was full of crack-heads. The one thing I can’t tolerate is drugs.”
 
   Angel’s shoulders sagged. Okay, they were even. Neither had intentionally forced painful memories on the other. Guilt layered his deep sadness. 
 
   She understood how it felt to carry guilt. But his was misplaced. “You’re there for Trish now. You can’t change the past, but you can influence the future. And you’re doing that.”
 
   He didn’t acknowledge her comment, but the harsh lines in his face relaxed.
 
   “It’s your serve,” she teased, hoping to lighten the mood, rewarded when his mouth quirked up with a half-smile.
 
   “What’s your best time in a race?”
 
   Angel hesitated, fiddled with her seatbelt then lifted her chin with pride she couldn’t hide. She’d been good at one thing in her life and all she had left to show for it were memories. “I’ve run close to five-minute pace.”  
 
   “No kidding? Did you get a track scholarship?”
 
   She nodded, throat thick with emotion then realized he hadn’t seen her head move. “Yes.”  
 
   “Where’d you go?”  
 
   “I didn’t.”  
 
   Zane cut his head around to face her. “Why not? With professional training, you might have made the Olympics.”
 
   What should she tell him? That one of the most prestigious universities in the country rescinded their offer when they found out she’d be delayed a year while serving her time in prison? No way.
 
   “It wasn’t my choice. They withdrew the offer,” she said.
 
   “You should have submitted to another college. For someone with your speed, there had to be plenty of universities who would have taken you ... as long as your grades were up to par.”
 
   “I had a three-point-eight.”  She’d have carried a better grade average than that if training and working a job hadn’t drained her time. “They just decided they didn’t want me.”
 
   “Did you try to get into another college?”
 
   The steady drone of the engines filled several seconds before she rubbed her neck then answered. “No. Can we call it a tie game and quit here?”
 
   ~*~
 
   Zane wanted to push for more, but knew when to quit. Better to chisel away than try to get it all in one chunk. “Sure.”
 
   She gave him a polite smile then turned to look out the window. 
 
   “They didn’t want me,” she’d said. It wasn’t the words so much as the cold pain behind them that struck him. How could a university not want a talented athlete who had the grades? She’d said it hadn’t been her choice.
 
   Only one reason came to mind. She’d done something to warrant revocation of the scholarship. 
 
   Five minute pace. 
 
   After watching her this morning, he believed it. She’d been some school’s star runner. Her name had to show up in a database with cross-referencing race results and high school track stars. 
 
   Ben could narrow the possibilities down by searching the top ten percent of women finalists across the country in the last ten years. 
 
   What would cause a school to reject a talented athlete? That was the meat of the question. Ben had a practically limitless network of information at his fingertips. There probably weren’t a lot of prominent female athletes named Angel, if that was her real name.
 
   Definitely world-class level. He’d love to watch her fly through the end of a race and cheer her on as she led the pack. Those gazelle-like legs gracefully tearing across the ground. He’d be there to hug her when she won. 
 
   Whoa. Where had that ridiculous thought come from? 
 
   The devil’s advocate in Zane forced him to put this all back into perspective, starting with the facts he now had. She’d lost a scholarship due to some infraction, getting information out of her was harder than pulling a Kardashian away from a television camera, and Angel was a suspiciously compulsive cleaner. Plus he’d met her under damned crazy circumstances. 
 
   So what’s the conclusion? 
 
   Ben would say she’s a person of interest to law enforcement. 
 
   But for what?
 
   But if nothing panned out in Ben’s search, Zane would be forced to involve the police or turn her loose to fend for herself. 
 
   Neither option would give him peace.
 
   Besides, bringing in the police would mean explaining how he’d met Angel. Nobody would be happy about that, starting with the DEA. No-win situation, no matter which way he went. 
 
   If he were older, he’d have a healthy inheritance waiting for him that he could use to help Trish. But he couldn’t touch it until he reached the age of forty. That left him to make the best of the skills he had for both him and Trish in the meantime. 
 
   And there was the small matter of needing to believe in what he did for a living. Running cargo wouldn’t provide that. But this DEA gig gave him a way to still make a difference to the country he loved.
 
   Nothing would wholly compensate for the loss of his military career, but he was making it. 
 
   And Trish had lost much more. 
 
   A lot of jet jockeys couldn’t make the switch to slower aircraft, but everyone made sacrifices in life. He’d given up the adrenaline rush of Mach 2, and gained one beautiful, alive sister. He could live happily with that trade. 
 
   And damn whatever he had to do to make all of this work out.
 
   He confirmed clearance to land.
 
   Angel sat up straight in her seat, watching him as he went through a check of his systems. She seemed ... impressed?
 
   Ego stroke moment.
 
   Then she slipped her headset off and switched it out for her hat as someone radioed him from Bentley Field. “You must be getting big bucks working on the Friday before Labor Day, flyboy.”
 
   “How goes it, Jason?”  Zane had met the young mechanic on a recent stopover when the Titan needed a minor adjustment.
 
   “The same. Underpaid and overworked. You expecting company?”
 
   “You mean the High Vision people?” Zane asked.
 
   “Naw, they’re here, too, but you got a welcoming committee out here and you’re the only bird we’re expecting right now.”
 
   Ah hell.
 
   Keying up the mike, Zane asked Jason, “Would you know if this has anything to do with the High Vision shipment? Dispatcher didn’t have much information.”
 
   “Oh, yeah, it does. You’d think it was the crown prince of Europe with all the security that showed up.”
 
   That didn’t sound right. “Supposed to be cargo, not a passenger.” 
 
    “Depends on how you look at it. You’re the limo ride for a little white mutt headed to Miami for a weekend of R&R with his four-legged lady.”
 
   Zane flipped through his memory bank on the corporate management of High Vision. Their CFO and his wife raised champion Bichon Frise dogs, including a stud worth more than a lot of people earned in a year. He understood the lack of information when Sammy had called Zane about this load. The CFO was worried about the animal being stolen during transport.
 
    Now he put it all together. “Don’t tell me TAF’s waiting for me.”
 
   “Okay, I won’t. I hate being the bearer of bad news.”
 
   Damn, it was TAF, the moniker for Treat Animals Fairly. A bunch of PETA wannabes that caused more trouble than good. “Just my luck. See you in a few.”
 
   “Not me, flyboy. I just bought a new bass rig with a hot Mercury outboard. I’ll be on the water by sunset. Catch you next time.”
 
   No wonder the High Vision CFO had kept the identity of the cargo secret. In addition to assuring his wife’s prize show dog was safe, the CFO wanted to avoid any media when it came to TAF, which was always negative. 
 
   Obviously, TAF had better intel than anyone realized. 
 
   This bunch did not want to cross him, not with Zane so close to signing a contract with High Vision. 
 
   He always went for a smooth landing, but he outdid himself on this one. Angel didn’t say a word, but her eyebrow lifted just enough to tell him she’d noticed. At the terminal side of the runway, Zane swung off and parked on the ramp then took in the waiting congregation. 
 
   Two elderly women, linked arm-in-arm, were dressed in matching flowered, short-sleeve dresses that fell midway of their chunky calves. Black ankle-high boots complemented their military-style buzz cuts. 
 
   A wiry little man held down his dirt-brown hat against the wind swiftly kicking up dust. Standing next to him was a middle-aged, flame-haired woman and a short man almost as wide as he was tall. Sunshine glinted off of the thin brown hair covering his basketball-shaped head. 
 
   Zane unbuckled his seatbelt and slipped out of the cockpit. When he opened the cargo door to step down, loose sand blasted his face in a rush of burning air. A hand pushed against his back and he turned to find Angel climbing out.
 
   “What are you doing out here?” he asked.
 
   “I’m your translator, remember?”  She didn’t even try to hide the smile that came along with the sarcasm. “If you handle this group anything like you did Mr. Suarez, you’ll be lucky to stay in business through next week.”  
 
   Feisty thing. Keeping her within reach might not be a bad idea. “Stay close to me. This bunch can be a roaring pain.”
 
   Zane stepped past the nose of the plane and the odd group advanced several feet. The skinny guy fighting to keep a crinkled hat on his head cleared his throat and spoke.
 
   “I’m Earnest Earwood. We represent TAF, which stands for Treat Animals Fairly.”  Each word tumbled from his mouth like a telegraph operator reading a message. “We’re here to protest your part in the mistreatment of animals.”
 
   One of the two gray-haired women standing with their arms linked spoke up. “I’m Berta Nielson and this is my sister, Valerie.”  
 
   Valerie jumped in. “We don’t think these poor animals should be put through pain and suffering.”  
 
   Berta pointed at Zane. “How would you like to be faced with the same future?”
 
   The dog was headed for a weekend of rousing sex with a ready and able partner. 
 
   Zane would love it. He smiled. “I could tolerate it.”
 
   Valerie’s faced screwed into the shape of a dishrag after heavy use. “That’s appalling. What kind of man are you?”
 
   One that hasn’t been with a woman in way too damn long, Zane thought remorsefully. “You don’t think my cargo deserves to be used in an experiment?”  He was trying hard not to chuckle. 
 
   Angel arched an eyebrow at him. 
 
   “No animal should be put through that kind of suffering.”  The redhead had a high-pitched voice, painful to hear. “We’re the Thorntons and we’ve spent our lives protecting animals.”  
 
   Most of the critical laboratory shipments for High Vision were handled in the middle of the night, just to avoid TAF groups showing up to protest. This disorganized association was composed of radical protesters who rarely had their facts straight – as evidence, they thought Zane was here for a High Vision business shipment – and generally caused headaches for the bona fide animal rights organizations. 
 
   Zane had to get rid of them without stirring up the media. How deep a hole would they dig for themselves if he handed them a shovel? “Maybe the animal being transported would enjoy this particular experiment.”
 
   Eyes bulged and mouths popped open like hungry guppies. 
 
   Zane smiled at their reactions.
 
   The main four spouted off at the same time. 
 
   “You’re a monster.”  
 
   “How can you say that?”  
 
   “We shall call in reinforcements.”  
 
   “How do you sleep at night?”
 
   Mr. Thornton still hadn’t commented.
 
   Angel gaped at Zane like he’d lost his mind. “You can’t even keep people calm in English,” she whispered tersely. “How do you stay in business?” 
 
   He narrowed his eyes at her.
 
   Angel pushed past Zane to address the crowd. “Excuse me. Excuse me!”
 
   The shouting died down to a rumble. Angry eyes surveyed her.
 
   She turned to Zane. “Your charter company would never do anything to harm an animal. Right?”
 
   When he didn’t say anything, she bumped her heel into his shin. “Umph.”
 
   Angel must have taken his grunt as an affirmative. She smiled at the crowd and asked, “What specifically is your complaint?”
 
   Berta’s caterpillar eyebrows ran together in a straight line across her forehead. “TAF opposes unnecessary and cruel testing on animals. We have a report that Black Jack Charters is transporting a test animal today.”
 
   Angel twisted sideways to Zane. “Is that true?”
 
   He smiled and nodded “yes” then almost busted up laughing at Angel’s incredulous face.
 
   “Just as we thought.”  Earnest choked out the words through a raspy throat. “He even admits to his dastardly ways.”  
 
   When Earnest succumbed to coughing, Valerie took a shot at Zane. “You wouldn’t be so happy if you were put in the same position as that poor animal.”
 
   Zane grinned. “Au contraire. If I had a willing mate waiting for a romantic weekend with me, you’d probably have to remove my smile surgically.”
 
   The crowd stilled. Not a sound was heard over the whirring of the wind. Everyone stared at him in shocked silence until Angel squinted in concentration and pushed for an explanation.
 
   “Zane, what are you talking about?” 
 
   So much for having fun.
 
   His sigh vanished in the breeze. “Our cargo is a pedigreed show dog being sent for a weekend of recreational sex. The evil testing he’ll be put through is to determine if he can make little champion puppies. If it does kill him, that doesn’t sound like a bad way to go, if you ask me.”
 
   Wild threads of hair that escaped from Angel’s hair clip blew across her face. The corners of her mouth curled up. “You have a wicked streak.” 
 
   “Honey, you don’t know the half of it.”  He winked at her for good measure. For the first time since leaving the apartment, he was in her good graces again. Warmth spread over him at her pixie smile. 
 
   “Earnest, you said there was a monkey being shipped today. Where’s the monkey?”  Berta wasted no time assaulting a new target. Poor Earnest was no match.
 
   “Hold on, Berta. This isn’t my fault. The Thorntons said Valerie told them the same thing.”
 
   “Blast it all, Earnest. You’re an idiot. Valerie heard you tell me. That’s why she told them.”
 
   Zane had enjoyed all he could stand. “If you’ll excuse us, we have a deadline.”  
 
   No one so much as turned to acknowledge him as they formed a circle of finger pointers. 
 
   A pair of men wearing green High Vision security suits walked up with a dog crate. 
 
   It took less than ten minutes to make the transfer, load the cargo, and call for clearance to take off, a polite formality at the uncontrolled field. 
 
   Back in the air, Zane ignored the whining going on behind him.
 
   Angel twisted around. “I think he’s scared.”
 
   “He’ll settle down in a little while.”
 
   “What’s his name?”
 
   Zane had no idea. “It was like Sir something-something Chutney.”
 
   Another mournful whine sounded from the cage.
 
   “Poor Chut.”  
 
   She twisted around again, like a wolf mama worried about her pup. 
 
   “He’s a show dog, Angel. They’re high strung so don’t touch him.”
 
   Ignoring his warning, she yanked off the headset and unbuckled her harness then climbed out of her seat and dropped down on her hands and knees in the cargo area. 
 
   He couldn’t engage the autopilot yet. Keeping an eye on her in his rearview mirror, he raised his voice so she’d hear him. “Be careful. He might bite.”  
 
   “He won’t hurt me. Please don’t yell. You’re frightening him even more.”  
 
   She sat down on the floor of the plane, turned so that she had the dog cage on her left and Zane on her right. When she opened the wire door, Chut made a couple of tentative steps through the opening. In the next heartbeat, he straddled her lap. 
 
   She beamed a triumphant smile up at the mirror and carried the dog back to her co-pilot seat. Once she was settled with her headphones back in place, she sat back, running her fingers across the mutt’s white-as-fresh-snow coat. “He smells nice. Powdery.” 
 
   Zane said, “You’re going to be sorry if he gets excited and makes a mess.”
 
   “No, I’m not. Everyone needs to be held sometimes.”  She smiled at the dog. “Isn’t that right, Sir Chut?”  She turned to Zane. “I think Chut’s thirsty. Got any water?”
 
   Zane started to tell her he was sure the dog had been well hydrated before being handed off, but stopped himself in time. He’d never seen Angel this invested. Or this distracted. He’d be stupid to shut it down. “Sure, just hang on a minute until I get the autopilot set.”  
 
   He made sure the instruments were doing their jobs, then found a plastic cup, used his pocketknife to cut the height down to half, filled the temporary dog bowl with water from a bottle he had in his bag, and held it out to her on the palm of his hand. 
 
   “Thanks. Here, Chut, have a drink.”  
 
   Chut lapped up water, dripping it all over his coat and Angel’s lap. 
 
   When the dog finally lost interest in the water, Zane lifted the cup from her fingers and said, “I’ve got a cup holder on this side. I’ll put it over here in case he wants more later.”  
 
   Angel let him take the cup and laughed when Chut licked her chin.
 
    Zane smiled, too. Finally, he had Angel’s fingerprint.
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter 21
 
    
 
   Mason ceased his useless pacing across his New York office, and stared out at the fifteenth-floor view of Manhattan. 
 
   He wouldn’t be here, but he had to appear as though he were doing business as usual. CK wasn’t producing results fast enough. Granted, Mason had given the bounty hunter stringent guidelines on capturing Angelina, because of that prick Czarion, but he’d thought CK would have cornered her by now, even with the need to be discreet. 
 
   Had she found a hole to tuck into and hide? 
 
   Perhaps Mason should give her reason to get mobile again.
 
   He studied the traffic below, tossing around idea after idea until it dawned on him that he had the perfect solution sitting on ice. Literally.
 
   Snatching his phone, he made a call to his favorite reporter, the one who owed him a favor.
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter 22
 
    
 
   “When are we going to organize your storage room?” Angel drummed her fingers on her crossed arms and watched the sun sink closer to the ocean. The traffic ahead of Zane’s truck moved at a slug’s pace along A1A. 
 
   “It’ll wait until tomorrow.” 
 
   Tomorrow was another whole day. She couldn’t wait that long, but her only other option was to ask about the package of boat curtains. How was she going to do that without raising his suspicions? 
 
   He added, “It’s too late to start on that at this time of day.”
 
   She stewed quietly. Once he’d landed at Sunshine Airfield and handled the transfer to the man in a green suit waiting to pick up Chut, Zane rushed her to the truck, claiming he had to run an errand before dark. 
 
   He turned off the beach highway and she unfolded her arms. 
 
   She recognized the area. 
 
   The Gulf Winds Marina sign came into view. 
 
   She couldn’t have been more surprised if he’d driven up to the Taj Mahal. Keeping her excitement hidden took real effort. 
 
   Had Zane loaded the package into the truck without her noticing? She calmly stretched and looked behind her, pretending to take in the scenery. 
 
   The truck bed was empty. 
 
   Her palms dampened at the possibility of finding the package of boat curtains.
 
   Nibbling on her lip, she asked with as much indifference as she could muster, “What are we doing here?”
 
   “Quick stop,” Zane answered, explaining nothing. “Won’t take more than ten minutes.”  He parked his big truck in front of the dock for slip 18 and opened his door, saying, “Just keep your head down and I’ll be right back.” 
 
   “No.”  She hadn’t meant to snap at him.
 
   He stood there, hand clenched on his open door. “That’s becoming my least favorite word. No, what?”
 
   “I want to come with you, please.”  She smiled to sweeten her request.
 
   Zane’s eyes took in the marina lot. Two empty late model pickups and a rusty Jeep sat in the desolate parking area. 
 
   She could see his line of thought, but there were no massive black sport utilities hovering nearby. Not much more activity in the marina than the last time she’d been here. “I’ll be fine. Don’t you think someone would have shown their face by now if they knew I was with you?”
 
   “Yeah, but...”  He scratched his chin, and appeared to reconsider. “Now that I think about it, I’d rather not leave you alone here anyhow.” 
 
   Sold! She hopped out and hurried around the front of the truck. “Don’t worry. I’ll stay close.” 
 
   It took all her discipline not to run down the dock. 
 
   The young man from the day before had obviously finished washing “Wet Dream” because slip seventeen was empty. 
 
   Next to it, in slip eighteen floated a wooden cabin cruiser Noah had probably passed over before he built his own ark. The ancient teak deck was sun bleached gray. What little varnish that still covered the mahogany trim along the sides of the cabin had sprung loose in peeled tufts. 
 
   Now she’d find out what had happened to the boat curtains.
 
   Zane stepped down onto the deck of the archaic vessel appropriately named “Hard Luck.”  
 
   “Should you be walking around on that boat?” Angel asked.
 
   Zane grinned up at her. “Sure. I own it.”
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter 23
 
    
 
   Angel couldn’t believe her ears. 
 
   Zane owned that floating wreck in Slip 18? 
 
   The custom curtains were for his boat?
 
   “Don’t look so shocked.”  Zane stood with hands on hips, grinning at her. “Pilots like the water, too. I plan to restore it. Bought it in Miami and hired a captain to bring it up here for me.”
 
   Still, she was speechless. 
 
   Casting an admiring glance at his ark, he said, “I won’t be able to work on it for another couple of months, but she’ll be ship shape by next spring.”
 
   Angel caught half of what he’d said. Where was that package of new canvas enclosures? This boat wasn’t anywhere near ready for side curtains. 
 
   Zane stared up at her expectantly. 
 
   She realized he was waiting for her to say something about the boat. “It’s, uh, nice. Lot of potential, roomy.”
 
   Right answer. He grinned even wider. Like a man who’d won the lottery. 
 
   He’d need a big jackpot to make this thing into a usable watercraft. 
 
   Zane opened the cabin and stepped down into what appeared to be a living area. “Stuffy in this cabin.”  He opened small windows, pushed them out from the inside and lifted the hatch. She’d squatted down on the dock to watch him, hoping to see a brown paper package miraculously lying around in the open. 
 
   No such luck. 
 
   She stepped around on the walkway extension from the main dock that had been built between the slips. Putting her fisted hand against the sidewall of the hard top that covered the cockpit, she used it for support and jumped down onto the deck. At the cabin door, she found Zane digging through a small cabinet above a compact kitchen area. He pulled out two key rings, each with an orange plastic float attached. 
 
   She moved out of the way when he climbed out to the deck. 
 
   He stuck the keys into the dual ignitions then dropped down on one knee in the rear center of the deck to raise a hinged section. With a flip of his wrist, he switched a silver toggle.
 
   After standing up he explained. “Have to switch the battery on.”
 
   Sounded reasonable. She had no clue what he was talking about, having never been on a pleasure boat, but he said it with such authority she assumed he was correct.
 
   Zane stepped over to the wheel, gripped the control handles mounted against the wall on his right and shoved them forward a couple times then returned them to the middle position. After several attempts, the right motor cranked with a throaty rumble. The left one started up on the first try, eliciting a triumphant grin from Zane.
 
   Men and their toys.
 
   He tinkered with the controls for a few minutes, then tapped one of the gauges and frowned. 
 
   She leaned in to see what concerned him. “Something not working?”
 
   He shook his head, more to himself than to her. “No, the problem is that it does work.”
 
   “I don’t understand.”
 
   Zane studied the dash. “These are the gas gauges. Both tanks are too low on fuel. I had a message from the captain that he ran into weather and arrived later than he’d planned, so he couldn’t fill it before docking. I can’t blame him, but I have to get it fueled soon.”
 
   “Why? Are you taking it for a ride?”  If he went for a ride in this thing, low fuel should be the least of his worries. 
 
   A life jacket, flare gun, inflatable raft – those were items to be concerned about.
 
   “No, it’s for safety,” he continued. “An empty tank is more dangerous than a full one. Gas fumes combust quicker than solid fuel.”  When he’d finished running the engines, Zane returned the keys to their hiding spot. 
 
   Leaving the ignition keys onboard the boat amazed her. Attitudes in Florida appeared a lot more trusting than in New York or Raleigh. 
 
   “I forgot to grab the new bow lines from the truck and I need to see the manager. You ready?”  He stood next to the side offering his hand to help her back onto the dock.
 
   She caught herself before “no” popped out of her mouth. “I’d like to wait here, if it’s okay with you. I’ve never spent any time around boats, especially like this one.”  That was basically true since the closest she’d ever come to boating was riding a ferry.
 
   Zane eyed up and down the dock, but few crafts remained in port on the beautiful day. “Promise me you’ll stay right here.”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   He appeared doubtful, but glanced around then left. Even she realized it would be hard for her to get away without him seeing her.
 
   As soon as Zane stepped off the end of the dock onto the parking lot, Angel scrambled below to dig through cabinets and drawers. The air in the cabin smelled of mildew. Thank goodness he’d opened the windows and hatches. 
 
   The coins had to still be hidden in the boat curtains or the curtains would be installed and Zane would have figured out that she was the one who’d hidden them. 
 
   She searched through shelves above four flat cushions put together like a puzzle to create a bed that ran wall to wall. The nautical pattern on the tattered covers had faded severely in the center area where sun had burned through the hatch when it was open. 
 
   When she heard Zane moving around up top, she quickly shifted her search to the drawers where she could claim curiosity if caught. He could see through the open hatch. She dug through odd lures, matches in a watertight capsule and several sets of sunshades in two drawers. 
 
   A cabinet below the tiny sink held rags, a rusty battery-operated light that didn’t appear operable, rolls of clear line and a green plastic divided container full of assorted hooks.
 
   The boat rocked slightly toward the narrow walkway that extended off the main dock and ran between boats. Zane must have stepped off to tie ropes. 
 
   She spun back to the bed to find out if anything was beneath those cushions. 
 
   She’d just discovered individual compartments when she heard, “Make yourself at home.”
 
   Angel swung around to face Zane standing at the top of the steps to the cabin. Her heart took a hit on that one. How had he gotten back on the boat so quietly and without rocking it? 
 
   “Sorry, I was just curious.”  She sucked in a deep breath. Nope, that didn’t calm her one bit. “There’s so much stuff in here. Did the boat come with all this...?” 
 
   “Tackle?”
 
   Junk had been her next word, but she nodded. 
 
   “The last owner left some of it there. Normal with a cabin cruiser this old. The rest I stocked the other day when I got back from Jacksonville.”
 
   That had to mean he’d brought the boat curtains here, but asking him about that package would be all he’d need to start asking her questions.
 
   He was still watching her. She glanced around the cabin, nodding. “Boy, is there a lot of storage in here. Amazing. You really picked a good one.”  
 
   Zane’s narrowed eyes had her thinking he didn’t quite buy the act, but he didn’t challenge her. “I’ll change out the bow lines and we’ll go.”  
 
   Now? What the heck had he been doing before?
 
   Light showered back through the door once his massive body shifted out of the way. She could hear him shuffling around, and decided she’d be better served to wipe off anything she touched and come back alone later to dig through the boat. 
 
   Leaving with the knowledge the coins might be within reach strained the limits of her patience. As a child she’d been impatient, but twelve months in a jail cell had taught her diligence. Waiting for the perfect opportunity to escape Mason had paid off and, so far, his men hadn’t captured her. 
 
   She’d wait for her chance, but she would get those coins back. 
 
   Her life depended on it.
 
   Would they be safe here?
 
   You didn’t find them. Good point.
 
   Out on the deck, Angel found Zane waiting for her on the walkway that ran alongside the boat. He reached down to give her a hand up. Their gazes locked when he caught her upper arms and lifted. His strength amazed her when she practically flew up into his arms. 
 
   Tall, with a thin athletic body, Angel had never thought of herself as even remotely petite, but sometimes Zane made her feel as though she were delicate. 
 
   Like now.
 
   Her feet barely touched the dock. She wrapped her fingers around his waist.
 
   His hands moved to rest on her shoulders, softly rubbing her tight muscles. Dark eyes turned black with desire the longer he stared at her. 
 
   Standing so close to him, her body ignored all input from her mind. His arms slid down around her back. She leaned into the embrace, unable to resist the comfort offered. With a little pressure, he raised her up until she stood on her toes. 
 
   She held her breath anticipating another sensual kiss. 
 
   He had that look that said he was going to do it then ... at the last second, he dropped a quick peck on her forehead and loosened his grip to go. 
 
   Damn him. She refused to be dismissed so easily and held on. She lifted up and nipped his lower lip. Her fingers crawled up his back until she pulled them together. 
 
   He growled, teetering on the edge of a decision, then kissed her. 
 
   And no question that he meant it. No teasing. He went in for the kill. Her heart beat hard enough to explode. His tongue tangled with hers in a fevered volley. 
 
   He held her close and cupped his palm against her face, holding her exactly where he could destroy any resistance with his mouth. 
 
   One notion chased through her mind. 
 
   If he apologized for this, she’d push him overboard.
 
   She was vaguely aware he’d moved from her mouth to her ear, but she knew exactly where his hand was when his palm skittered over her breast. Her knees threatened to buckle.
 
   She moaned.
 
   He cursed.
 
   Something splashed the water in the empty slip behind Zane. The world came back into focus too soon. 
 
   His hand disappeared from where he’d touched her. His lips had stilled and all the wonderful sensations shooting through her ended abruptly. 
 
   Glaring up into his mahogany eyes, she warned, “Don’t you dare apologize if you value your life.”
 
   He said nothing, just let out a long sigh. 
 
   She braced herself for whatever annoying response he’d have this time.
 
   A feral smile spread across his face. “What am I going to do with you?”
 
   She had a few suggestions if he couldn’t come up with any. Angel lifted her chin in a silent challenge. 
 
   He shook his head. “You have no idea how close you are to real danger. Let’s go before you find out.”
 
   She released an exaggerated breath for his benefit. 
 
   He kissed her quickly then grabbed her hand, led her up the dock and loaded her in the truck. As Zane cranked the truck, she noticed the large rope still piled in the back. 
 
   “You forgot to get one of your ropes,” she mentioned.
 
   “That’s for the anchor. I’m not changing it today. That takes a while.”
 
   They left the marina heading in the direction of his apartment. This time she wasn’t traveling by a bus on an indirect route, which allowed her to make note of the quickest way back to the marina. Thanks to her marathon and triathlon training, she had the ability to quickly pick up directions and landmarks.
 
   Warm air off the blistering pavement blew through her open window as Zane weaved through thick Labor Day weekend traffic. 
 
   With her arm outside the window, she waved her hand against the force of the air, enjoying a childhood practice. Her eyes roamed over the passenger side mirror. A beer truck followed Zane’s pickup then she saw a dark sport utility swing a little wide behind a van four cars back.
 
   Hair stood up along her neck. A gut feeling triggered her antennae for danger. Traffic slowed to a stop. She got a better view of the suspicious vehicle when Zane moved his pickup over to the left lane. 
 
   The make was a Yukon, not a Land Rover. 
 
   Paranoia must have her imagining that every dark sport utility followed her. But when she noticed the vehicle sliding over into Zane’s lane in what appeared to be a late decision, her heart began to pound against her chest. 
 
   No other cars moved in the two lanes to her right. Heavy traffic chugged forward moving a few feet at a time, clogging the flow of vehicles through the massive intersection. 
 
   What would be the point of jockeying across lanes? 
 
   The driver could just be antsy, but what if she was right? Would someone dare to walk right up to the truck while she sat caught in the traffic jam? 
 
   Zane moved into the left turn lane. 
 
   She watched the side mirror. 
 
   The navy blue Yukon was now two cars back – just entering the turn lane, too. 
 
   Don’t panic. Could be nothing. 
 
   Zane shifted to turn the radio on. Late seventies rock and roll poured out at low volume. 
 
   “I hate traffic the Friday before a holiday,” he mumbled.
 
   Breathing was difficult. She couldn’t answer him. They inched forward as the gap between cars tightened. Their truck sat in a virtual parking lot with nowhere to maneuver if they had to get away. 
 
   She chewed on her bottom lip. If whoever it was took a shot at her, Zane might be in the line of fire this time.
 
   Zane asked, “Are you okay?”  
 
   Turning around and shrugging, she said, “Yes, fine. It’s the traffic. I hate it, too.”  
 
   The longer he studied her, the more nervous she became. She had a strange feeling he anticipated her movements. 
 
   Zane had found her too easily this morning. And he handled a gun like he knew what he was doing. He must have learned about more than flying in the Air Force. That still wouldn’t convince her to stay around him if Mason’s men showed up. But for now, she was going nowhere since she knew Zane had the coins. 
 
   Should she mention the Yukon? Nothing had happened other than her bout of paranoia.
 
   The minute she gave him reason to worry he’d want to keep her locked up in his apartment. She had to get back to the marina. Maybe she’d change her tactic from offering to rearrange the storage room, which had annoyed Zane, to helping him clean up his boat, which ought to thrill him. 
 
   Especially if she cleaned the kitchen and bathroom, the least favorite areas for most men. 
 
   That plan had potential. 
 
   Feeling relaxed for the first time in days, she threw another casual glance at her side view mirror and did a double take. The passenger door swung away from the Yukon. Someone stepped out, all but his gray pants hidden by the door.
 
   Her lungs backed up in full panic mode.
 
   She cut her eyes at Zane who was looking intently at something in his rearview mirror. Were men coming up on his left? She quietly unclipped her seatbelt and dove out of the truck, running flat out. 
 
   At the sound of Angel’s door opening, Zane wrenched around to find himself alone in the cab. He slammed the truck into park, hit the release on his seatbelt and jumped out, running around the front of the truck. 
 
   Horns started blowing with the traffic light change. 
 
   She was already through the traffic jam and disappeared around a corner.
 
   People were yelling. The beer truck laid on his horn.
 
   Zane took one look back at the vehicles behind him to see if anyone was pursuing her. 
 
   No. So why had she run? 
 
   He stomped back to the driver’s side and dove in, throwing it in gear and driving through the intersection as the light turned yellow.  
 
   Damn! She was gone again. He wanted to bang his head against a wall. 
 
   Slapping the wheel, he blew out a breath. At least this time, he’d gotten a break. She’d been too involved with the dog on their way back from Jacksonville to notice he’d taken the cup she’d used to serve Chut water. 
 
   With one good fingerprint he’d finally know who she was—whether he found her again or not.
 
   The minute he had her identification, he was turning it over to the police and requesting they put out an APB for her safety. 
 
   ~*~
 
   Zane drove straight to his apartment. The last time Angel vanished she’d gone back there, but the route had been shorter and easy to remember. Ten miles of turns and bridges separated his home and the marina.
 
   He swung into the first parking spot and wished with every breath he took she’d be waiting at his door. 
 
   Negative. 
 
   Regardless, he dashed into the house just to make sure she wasn’t magically sitting at the kitchen counter eating cold pizza. The further he went on his irrational search, the deeper his disappointment. 
 
   His immaculate apartment appeared undisturbed. And there should be no trace of her. He paced the floor, opened the microwave and shut it, and decided he was losing his mind.
 
   His perfectly tidy apartment had suddenly become a problem. Now it was as strong a reminder of his compulsive-cleaner houseguest as her yellow running shoes would be if they’d sat in the middle of the floor.
 
   Shit.
 
   Grabbing his keys on the way out, he punched in Ben’s number and jogged to the truck. The fingerprint specialist might give him grief, but he’d always come through when Zane had to have a name.
 
   And he had to have a name. Now.
 
   He had to find her or report her as missing. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter 24
 
    
 
   Angel watched from a fast food restaurant as Zane pulled away from his apartment complex. She’d been lucky to arrive ahead of him, but it had taken accepting a ride from a kid with a motorcycle who’d dropped her a few blocks away. 
 
   No one had followed Zane in or out of his apartment parking lot. At least he was still safe. She waited another half hour until clouds covered the sliver of moon to give her plenty of darkness before she started hunting a way into the complex without attracting undue attention. 
 
   It took her even longer to zigzag a convoluted half-mile route that sometimes meant crawling between bushes and buildings, but she finally managed to sneak around to the rear of the apartment. Hunched over most of the time, she worked through the thick foliage, hesitating when tenants strolled by on the paths. 
 
   When she found the patio belonging to Zane’s apartment, she rolled over the wrought-iron railing onto the tiled floor. The cool surface offered a better hiding place than sitting in his comfortable deck chairs. With no idea where Zane had gone, she probably had a long wait until she could get inside the apartment. 
 
   If he let her back in. 
 
   He had to be pissed and she couldn’t even justify her panic. When she’d gotten through the traffic and found a place to stop, she’d looked back to see all the vehicles turning left. Even the dark blue Yukon.
 
   Had she imagined the threat? 
 
   Her gut said no, that she was right to run, but her gut didn’t have to face Zane’s anger. 
 
   She’d just eased down in the corner of the patio into a semi-comfortable position when she heard the muffled two-tone chime from Zane’s front door. A tap-tap-tap against the door sounded, but no voice called out to see if anyone was home. 
 
   Could that be one of Mason’s men at the front door?
 
   Why would he knock? To pretend he was a visitor or making a delivery?
 
   If that was Mason’s men, would they be watching the rear to intercept her if she ran? 
 
   Damn. Sit here like an easy target? Or run and make herself visible? 
 
   She crawled around behind the chairs to hide, as far out of sight as possible. Trapped. 
 
   A shiver raced down her spine when she saw the front door handle turn and the deep blue barrier inch open.
 
   The piercing security alarm screeched with the broken connection. 
 
   Angel scrunched down so low in the corner of the patio that her knees and chin met. She needed an escape route if the intruder proved to be a threat, but where would she go at this point? 
 
   A narrow hand slipped inside the front door and punched several numbers on the flashing panel, quieting the hideous noise. Zane’s sister peeked around the edge of the door into his apartment. 
 
   Trish leaned in further and called, “Sugar, are you home? If you are, get your drawers on ‘cause I’m coming in.”  She calmly entered, then closed the door, turned, and walked to look down the hallway toward Zane’s bedroom. 
 
   “Za-ane.”  She shrugged and strolled into the kitchen.
 
   Angel expelled the breath she’d been holding and her heartbeat slowed to halfway reasonable. 
 
   How long would his sister stay or, worse, what if she wanted to sit outside? She mentally ticked through a selection of possible scenarios, all of which ended with being found hiding on the patio. 
 
   Another rule from her survival training popped into her mind.
 
   The best defense is a good offense.
 
   And truth be known, Trish had no idea what type of relationship she and Zane shared so finding Angel here without him might not look unusual.
 
   Even better, maybe Trish knew where he’d stored the canvas boat curtains. 
 
   Angel stood up, straightened her clothes, and twisted all of her hair back up into the clasp she’d borrowed earlier from Trish’s drawer. She tapped on the glass door, waited a minute and then rapped harder the second time.
 
   When Trish stuck her head out of the kitchen she immediately cocked it to one side in that confused-dog look before her eyebrows shot up in recognition. A cheery smile popped into place as she hurried across the room to unlock the glass doors, chattering the whole time.
 
   “Oh, Sugar, I’m so sorry. I didn’t see you sitting out there. Did you lock yourself out?”
 
   That worked. “Yeah, I was locked out. Good timing for you to show up.”
 
   Seriously good timing.
 
   She hadn’t paid attention to Trish’s soft southern accent the first time they’d met, but caught it now. 
 
   “Come on in, Sug, it’s too hot to sit out there. I don’t know how you and Zane stand the heat. The man loves his fresh air. Let’s close the door and enjoy the AC.”  
 
   Trish’s ankle-length fuchsia dress dotted with yellow squiggles blared in stark contrast to Zane’s coffee brown and forest green décor. The dark-haired beauty circled the sofa carrying a glass full of cola-looking liquid, before sinking into the soft green leather. 
 
   “Want something to drink, Sugar?”
 
   “No, I’m fine. Thanks for letting me in.”
 
    “No problem.”  Trish eyed her curiously. “I hadn’t even heard of you before yesterday. So, where’d you meet my brother?”
 
   A reasonable question under any other circumstance, but not one Angel had anticipated. Telling Zane’s sister he’d helped her escape armed men didn’t strike her as a wise idea.
 
   “We met in North Carolina. I was in a hurry to leave, so he gave me a ride to Jacksonville.”  Basically true.
 
   “You live here or just visiting?” 
 
   Though Angel knew his sister’s intent was not to put her on the spot, it didn’t alleviate her discomfort. The fact that they’d never meet again didn’t change the way Angel felt about blatantly lying to her. 
 
   Her father had lied as part of his plea bargain. Basically, he’d sacrificed her to save his own skin. Mason had lied when he hired her. Angel would stay as close to the truth as possible.
 
   That didn’t mean she couldn’t be a little creative.
 
   “Actually, I’m visiting. I plan to relocate in the future, but haven’t made up my mind where yet. How long have you been here?”
 
   “I moved here three years ago when Zane did. Before that I lived in Houston. We grew up just outside the city limits. Our parents died while Zane was in the Air Force so he opted out early. He didn’t feel any real tie to Houston, and I’d missed him terribly. When he picked Ft. Lauderdale, so did I.”
 
   Trish’s deep brown eyes softened every time she mentioned her brother. 
 
   Angel envied the close sibling relationship. Zane’s love for his sister had been written all over his face when he’d hugged her the day before. 
 
   Before Trish could ask her another question she’d have to dodge, Angel said, “Zane said you’re really good at appraising antiques.”
 
   Trish looked away, looking decidedly uncomfortable and mumbled, “He’s biased.”  
 
   Sore topic. Angel changed direction to fix her mistake. “He also tells me you have a gift shop. Sounds like a fun business. Tell me about it.”
 
   That brought a smile to Trish’s face, but not her voice. “It’s an eclectic mix of doodads. Been open three months.” 
 
   Zane was right. His sister’s heart wasn’t in the gift shop. But would moving her shop to this other Las Olas area make any difference? Angel wanted to do anything to help Zane and she liked Trish, but the best she could offer was encouragement. “Takes time to build a business, but Zane says you’re great with people.”
 
   Trish leaned back, kicking her crossed leg with a nervous bounce. “I told him things would pick up this winter when the snowbirds show up.”
 
   “That makes sense. So you’re partners?”
 
   “I couldn’t have done it without Zane’s help. I had no idea where to start with opening a business, but...” Trish shrugged, a version of Zane’s. “I’m getting the hang of it. He takes care of all the real business and I work with the customers.”
 
   Angel wondered where the tough breaks Zane had mentioned came in. His parents may not have doted on Trish, but she was bright and pleasant, obviously loved her brother and operated her own shop. Sometimes. His sister was sitting here again during business hours. Maybe Trish had someone covering for her when she showed up unannounced like this. 
 
   Trish waved her hand from side to side. “Yo, Angel, back to earth.”
 
   “Sorry, what were you saying?”
 
   “I asked you where Zane is?”
 
   Oops. “He didn’t tell me where he was going, but he’ll probably be back before you know it.”  Fair answer.
 
   “He doesn’t even have an answering machine. Can you believe that? I called earlier here to see what his plans were, but didn’t get him,” Trish said, jiggling her glass. 
 
   Angel started to ask why Trish didn’t call Zane’s cell phone, but changed her mind. The more she let Trish talk, the less she had to say.
 
   “So anyhow, I jumped the bus and took a chance he was here. But it’s just as well. I’m getting to know you instead. Can’t say that I’ve met any female friends of Zane’s since he moved here.”
 
   Interesting. “Why not?” Angel asked.
 
   Trish’s thick black lashes met when she smiled. She shoved her shoulders up in another shrug. “He’s never had a problem meeting women. They fall all over him. But a twit in Texas burned him years ago. They were pretty intense for two months, until he found out she was engaged to somebody else.”
 
   What a bitch. 
 
   Trish continued swishing the cubes around in her glass and rambled on. “I don’t think he ever got over it. These days he sees everything in a hard line, right or wrong. If there’s one thing my brother hates, it’s being deceived. Personally, I was glad to see the gold digger gone. My brother’s generous to a fault and I can’t stand anyone taking advantage of him.”
 
   Trish glanced at Angel and her eyes narrowed for just a second, then lit with a smile again.
 
   In spite of all Trish’s flighty mannerisms, she had a solid core of strength where Zane’s welfare was concerned. A strength that maybe even Zane didn’t realize. 
 
   The smile of a charming young woman replaced Trish’s vexed reaction over the gold digger. She glanced at her jangling bracelet watch.
 
   “I can’t stay long. My friend, Heidi, is picking me up after she gets off work.”  Trish bounced up holding her glass out for examination. “Looks like I’m empty. Hang on. I’ll be right back. You need a water or drink or anything?” 
 
   “I’m fine.”  Shoot. It wasn’t bad enough that Angel was becoming attached to a man she’d never see again. Now she wanted to get to know his sister better. 
 
   Some people fantasized about winning the lottery and living a life of leisure. 
 
   She fantasized about having friends. A respectable job and a real home. Nothing elaborate, but with a man who loved her, and who would give her children. 
 
   Now that she’d met Trish, she wished she’d had a sister.
 
   Because of the less-than-ideal household Angel had grown up in, she’d had few friends. She’d never brought guests home to be around her mother’s drinking. Once news of Angel’s arrest hit the papers, everyone had deserted her. She’d shunned all female relationships after the twelve months and three days she’d spent in a cell trying to survive among women who’d trade a life for a pack of cigarettes without blinking. 
 
   Now, after years of bitter disappointments, she’d met a man dreams were made of, with a sister she’d genuinely like to know better. Creating space in her life for either one was an indulgence she couldn’t afford. 
 
   Her timing stank. Life continued to wave her heart’s desire in front of her then snatch it away any time her fingers touched the golden ring. 
 
   Trish hummed as she passed in front of Angel’s chair, then she bumped the coffee table and lost her balance. 
 
   Angel leapt up to grab Trish’s drink before it hit the glass surface, but missed. When the now-full drink hit the floor, ice and cola splattered across the carpet. 
 
   “Hang on, I’ll get some towels.”    
 
   With a rag from the laundry room, Angel scrubbed the soft beige carpet. She sniffed a sweet whiskey scent, but kept her thoughts to herself. With the ice picked up, the damp area was hardly noticeable. Amazingly, the drink had left no stain.
 
   “Hey, thanks,” Trish said, rubbing her eyes with the heels of her hands. “You should move here. Maybe Zane would stay home more often.”
 
   Angel smiled at her. “Well, that would be nice, but I’ve got a small problem I need to take care of before I can figure out where to live.”
 
   Wavy black hair bounced around Trish’s flawless complexion when she checked her watch. “Heidi must be running late. I better go catch the next bus before I miss it.”
 
   Angel didn’t want her to go, but neither did she want Trish to miss her bus. 
 
   “I hope you two keep seeing each other. I really like you and my brother is the best. We’re a lot alike you know.”  Trish grinned and winked.
 
   His sister clearly didn’t want to leave yet. 
 
   Angel decided to sit back and see what else Trish would tell her about Zane. Smiling at Trish, Angel said, “I’ll admit you two can’t deny being brother and sister.” 
 
   “Well, yeah, that too, but he’s restless like me,” Trish noted.
 
   “Really? What do you mean?” 
 
   Trish warmed to the new topic. “He can’t stay still for long. He’s always planning something and sometimes he flies without a load, without saying where he goes. I guess just to be flying. I think he just gets bored without the adrenaline rush of flying fighter jets, but he’s always off doing stuff and won’t talk about his work. I call him the mystery man.”
 
   Now they were getting somewhere. 
 
   Angel leaned forward but before she could ask what Trish meant there was a knock at the door. Trish rocketed up from her chair. She rushed to the door and swung it wide open with no consideration for who stood on the other side. 
 
   Angel jumped from the couch, ready to fight for herself and for Trish if a threat came through the door, but that didn’t happen. 
 
   Two arms decorated in bangles and rings wrapped around Trish’s back, then a head of spiked blond hair appeared over her shoulder when this new person hugged Trish. 
 
   Turning to Angel, Trish announced, “This is my friend, Heidi and Heidi, this is my friend, Angel.”
 
   “Nice to meet you.”  Angel walked over to shake hands.
 
   “Same here. Wow, you’re even taller than Trish. I’m living in the land of giants.”
 
   An understandable observation from someone who only reached Angel’s shoulder. 
 
   Trish’s uninhibited grin radiated happiness. Angel swallowed a lump of jealousy over the noticeably close friendship. 
 
   No brother, no sister, no girlfriends, no man in Angel’s life. Why couldn’t she have one person in her life who cared for her? 
 
   Was she destined to spend her life alone?
 
   Heidi told Trish, “Ready to go home?”
 
   “Sure thing.” Trish turned to Angel. “Tell Zane I had to go, but I’ll see him later.”  She gave Angel a big hug and whispered, “Thanks. I owe you.”  
 
   “What for?”
 
   “Not lecturing me about drinking and helping me clean up the floor, which means you don’t plan to tell Zane.”
 
   The unrestrained hug warmed Angel’s heart. She didn’t want to lecture Trish, but she would like to help the young woman. “I won’t say a word, but take care of yourself.” 
 
   Trish nodded then snatched up her purse from the kitchen, and waved as she left in a flurry of chattering as Heidi closed the door behind them. 
 
    Leaving Zane and Trish would be hard, but never seeing either one again was going to hurt. Once she went into a witness protection program, no way could she have contact with either. 
 
   She smacked her head. “Stupid, stupid, stupid. I cannot believe I didn’t ask her about the damn boat curtains. Next time I need to keep my nose stuck in my own business,” she complained to the empty room. Shaking her head, she dropped onto the dark green leather chair, wishing she really lived here and had Trish as a friend. 
 
   Trish would probably say, “Just do it, Sug. Take care of that small problem and hang around.”
 
   Angel had stretched the truth with that adjective. 
 
   A small problem would be if no one showed up in a week to pay the rent on her tiny house back in Raleigh. Playing keep-away with Mason and his goons ranked up with a nightmare-level crisis. 
 
   What few worldly possessions she owned would soon be set on the street, including a used racing bike and her acceptance notice to compete in the Tamarind Triathlon.
 
   All the hard work she’d invested to compete in the high-profile event was wiped away.
 
   Angel glanced at the door. Should she duck out the back and head for the marina to search for the coins? 
 
   After all it took to get back here without being seen? 
 
   At least she hoped she hadn’t been seen. 
 
   Patience, she reminded herself. 
 
   With no idea where Zane had gone, or when he’d return, she pondered Trish’s comment about Zane being a mystery man. Trish might have said more if Heidi hadn’t shown up. 
 
   Zane might be a mystery to his sister, but he’d been nothing short of a lifesaver since Angel had met him. As if it hadn’t been enough to rescue her the night she’d escaped, he’d shown up in the abandoned gas station out of thin air after someone had taken a shot at her. 
 
   Questionable timing? Yes, but she’d been damned glad to see him.
 
   The man chiseled at the barriers she’d built around her emotions. His first kiss had surprised her, but now that she’d tasted Zane Black’s kisses, she wanted more. She licked her lips, savoring the memory of his taste. 
 
   Years of debilitating setbacks had hardened her soul. She knew better than to trust a man with her life, but trusting one with her heart? Now that was a real stretch. 
 
   Dreams are for other women. Her throat tightened. She didn’t have a future and not a chance of one with him. Nice guys didn’t want a convicted criminal for a girlfriend. 
 
   Nothing could change the past.
 
   Angel never indulged in self-pity, but her eyes burned with tears she refused to let fall. 
 
   She was falling in love with Zane.
 
   Stupid, stupid, stupid! 
 
   Must be your lot in life to want only what you can’t have.
 
   Of all the things she’d lost in her life, losing him would be the hardest.
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter 25
 
    
 
   Zane dialed Ben’s lab number as he whipped his truck around the marina parking lot to head for the exit.
 
   After ten rings he hung up and dialed the cell Ben carried for work. 
 
   “This is Ben.”
 
   “Hey, buddy, it’s Zane. Where are you?”
 
   “I’m at the hospital. Kerry went into labor. I just stepped out to call her parents.”
 
   Zane was torn between being thrilled for Ben and disheartened he couldn’t ask his friend to run the prints. “Don’t let me keep you.”
 
   “The doctor says it’s going to be a while, so I’m good.”
 
    What kind of friend didn’t go to be with his buddy for the birth of his first baby? Shit. Ben might not want anyone there now anyhow, but Zane had to go once the baby was born. “Congrats, man. I’ll pick up some bubbly so we can toast when Little Ben pops out.”
 
   “Kerry will kick your ass if you bring in champagne and she can’t have any yet. So what’s up, Zane? You called for a reason.” 
 
   “It’ll wait.”
 
   “Don’t tell me you finally got prints?” Ben razzed.
 
   “Yeah. I’ve got some data to run, too.”
 
   “You don’t sound thrilled. Why do I get the impression something’s not right?” Ben asked, no longer in teasing mode.
 
   “You could say things have gotten ... involved,” Zane said.
 
   “I don’t like the direction this is going. Why don’t you turn this over to somebody else? You’ve got a lot on the line, which reminds me. I have news.”
 
   “What?” Mac came by to see me on his way out of town.”  Mac was Dan MacPherson, the SAC or Special Agent in Charge of the DEA task force that used the information Zane uncovered. “He wants to talk to you. The stuff you’ve been handing us is great, and I think they’re wanting to do something permanent or maybe bring you in to work more closely with a team.”
 
   “No way. I’m not flying a desk for anything. Not even part of the time.”  Zane hated bureaucracy. Yeah, he knew how to work the politics, had done it for years in the Air Force, but that was the one part of flying fighter jets he’d been glad to give up. Besides. The informant gig he had was too sweet to let go. 
 
   “Hold your fuckin’ horses, Luke Skywalker. You don’t know what they’re gonna offer.”  
 
   Zane’s response came out as an irritated growl. He couldn’t stay in one spot long enough to organize his own package tracking system. He just held everything in his brain. No way could he play their game.
 
   Besides, he’d take a pay cut he couldn’t afford. 
 
   Desk jockey was out. 
 
   Ben’s heavy, weary sigh came through loud and clear on the phone. “Listen, I’m guessing you’re holding back about this woman because you two are doin’ the mattress dance.”
 
   “I’m – ”
 
   Ben bulldozed right over him. “If you blow your cover – and this gig – because of her, I’m gonna kick your butt into next year.”
 
   Zane couldn’t argue that point with Ben. He was supposed to be helping catch criminals. If he was caught hiding one, he’d face more than watching a reputation and a business crash and burn. 
 
   Still, he couldn’t stop trying until he knew for sure. That’s why he trusted no one but Ben to check out the prints. Even Vance didn’t need to know because it would put him in a tight spot, and that wasn’t fair to their friend who played the third musketeer alongside him and Ben in his small cadre of buddies.
 
   One thing Zane had learned from flying. He had to go with his gut. He could no more turn his back on Angel at this point than he could his sister.
 
   Angel needed him. She was too stubborn to accept his help willingly. Tough. She was getting it anyhow.
 
   “It’s complicated, Ben. I have to find out this woman’s background.”
 
   Ben made a noisy sound of blowing out air. “I finished taking apart that chopped-up silver band you brought me. It did have a tracking device inside.”
 
   “Agency model?”
 
   “No. Latest technology. Expensive stuff from the private sector, which does not make this better. What if she is a criminal?” 
 
   “Then I’ll deal with it,” Zane stated emphatically.
 
   “You may be getting in over your head on this one, bud,” Ben warned.
 
   “It is what it is.”  
 
   “Oh, man, this does not sound good, but you aren’t listening so I’ll shut up now. Drop off everything you’ve got. I’ll run it through as soon as I get back to the lab, but I’m telling you I won’t sugarcoat it.”
 
   “Thanks, Ben.”
 
   “And another thing. If the people who tagged her come after her, you damn well better call me, hotshot. You’re not bullet proof. I’ll have your back.”
 
   Zane wouldn’t even answer that. No way would he bring Ben anywhere near this. “Give my love to Kerry.”
 
   Zane thumbed the button to end the call, but heard Ben mutter something profane that questioned the position of Zane’s head relative to his ass. 
 
   Two more turns until he reached his apartment. 
 
   Streetlights flickered on along the highway in the dusty, early-evening glow as the sun was swallowed by the western tree line. Three hours had passed since Angel had vanished. 
 
   Sick disappointment settled in his chest.
 
   She hadn’t been at the airport or the boat. He couldn’t think of anywhere else she might go. 
 
   With Ben and his wife in the delivery room, Zane wouldn’t get a rundown on the fingerprints for at least another day or two. 
 
   By the time he found out who she was it could very well be a moot point.
 
   Angel would be long gone, maybe permanently. 
 
   His stomach churned at the idea that someone was trying to kill her. He forced his thoughts away from the idea that they might succeed.
 
   She’d been a frustrating puzzle from the minute he’d met her – a multi-layered, three-dimensional puzzle with dangerous, razor-sharp pieces missing. 
 
   Where had she been kept against her will, and why? 
 
   All he knew was she had the talent of an elite athlete and had lost a scholarship for some unknown reason. Everything came back to that one word – unknown. 
 
   He wanted to shake some sense into her, make her understand how much she needed his help. The thugs he’d met in Jacksonville had been dressed in two-thousand-dollar tailored suits.
 
   Against an organized and financially robust lethal group, how did she expect to protect herself, much less him, too? 
 
   He couldn’t recall when a woman had put him first in her life. Certainly not Sylvia, the dazzling jewel he’d fallen for in Texas. She’d been anything but what she’d presented. Truly a woman who planned for her future by covering all bases, Sylvia had still been engaged while dating him. 
 
   Just when Sylvia had convinced Zane she loved him, he’d discovered she had a clueless fiancé who couldn’t wait to marry the lying bitch. 
 
   Good thing Ben had still lived in Houston then. Observing Sylvia with objective eyes had given Ben cause to run a very revealing background check.
 
   All Sylvia’d really sought was the material wealth Zane’s family name and eventual inheritance would offer. Basically a businesswoman, Sylvia had been shopping her engagement deal to see if she could improve the return on her investment. Since then, Zane had given few women more than casual interest. Others had proved to be just as materialistically driven.
 
   Except for Angel. 
 
   For someone who desperately needed assistance just to stay alive, she’d refused his every offer until she’d been forced to take his help. 
 
   Trusting few people in his life, he understood Angel’s reluctance to share her private problems, but she wouldn’t survive on her own for long. Not without a lot of luck and a chunk of money. Neither of which appeared readily available to her. What would it take to convince her she could depend on him? 
 
   He might never find out.
 
   She was gone, maybe forever. Out of sight, out of mind? 
 
   Whoever came up with that saying had never met Angel. Auburn hair and mile-long legs remained emblazoned as a header to all his thoughts. 
 
   As he made the last corner into his apartment complex, images of Angel clicked past his mind’s eye in slow motion. Wide-eyed and terrified in his airplane, then sleeping curled up on his patio. 
 
   Dancing her fingers through the wind as she’d ridden beside him in the truck. Shampooed and showered, draped in a single towel next to his laundry. Zane smiled, remembering the look on her face when he’d found her. 
 
   Then there was the one vision he’d never forget – her half-covered in his shirt and sleeping in his bed. 
 
   Her hazel eyes flashed with fire when he annoyed her, but they were pure whiskey – warm and intoxicating – when he kissed her.
 
   He shook his head at his wandering thoughts. What was he going to do? He couldn’t keep walking this damned fence between right and wrong. Indecision was ripping his insides apart.
 
   Go back to the basics. Stick with what you know.      
 
   Ben was right. If Zane did corral Angel again, he should turn her over to the authorities. They had more time to deal with an uncooperative female in trouble. 
 
   Right? 
 
   He parked the truck and sat there, watching the halogen parking lot lamps begin to brighten. 
 
   Who was he kidding? He snorted at his lack of honesty. 
 
   Even if he didn’t have concerns over their ability to shield her, would he really hand her over to a bunch of strangers? No way. If he found her, he knew what he’d do – drag her into his arms and kiss her senseless. There’d never been a woman he’d been driven to have in the way he desired Angel. 
 
   Correction. If he got her in his hands again, he’d do a hell of a lot more than kiss her. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter 26
 
    
 
   CK needed to do some housecleaning. And he would when this job was finished. Joe was one of his best men, but one more mistake and he’d be demoted.
 
   Demotion in CK’s world was permanent, all the way down to the bottom of a lake.
 
   “I don’t have wings,” Joe complained, his exasperation coming through. “Not much we can do when she takes off on foot through six lanes of traffic. Besides, we had company.”  
 
   “Who?”  Had Mason gotten nervous and hired a backup group? He’d called CK twice in the past twenty-four hours. Mason was high-maintenance but not usually a nuisance, which meant someone had his nuts clamped in a vise. 
 
   Who? Now that would be valuable information. 
 
   Joe said, “Don’t know, but I think that’s why she ran. Some guy jumped out of a dark blue Yukon not far behind her and the pilot in a turn lane. When the girl took off like a bat outta hell, the guy from the Yukon jumped back in the passenger side and the truck turned at the light. They were too far away to nail a tag number.”
 
   Joe had just added another demerit point to his next evaluation. CK couldn’t believe this bitch was outmaneuvering some of his best men.
 
   “Cover all the bases and don’t lose the pilot. She thinks she’s safe with him. She’ll go back to him at some point.”
 
   “How long we going to do this? Be easier to grab her.”
 
   Joe echoed CK’s thoughts. “My orders are to pick her up only when she’s alone and without drawing any attention. If those orders change, you’ll know.”
 
   CK ended the call and set the phone on the desk in his hotel room. This didn’t fit Mason’s MO. What was stopping Mason from turning CK loose to grab the girl, and disappear anybody else who got in the way? 
 
   Mason wanted the girl in hand no later than Saturday and CK wasn’t leaving without getting his bounty. That meant, as far as CK was concerned, that deadline would override the “don’t draw attention” orders if his men couldn’t corner Angel before tomorrow morning. 
 
   And if that happened, Mason would just have to live with the consequences.
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter 27
 
    
 
   Zane parked the truck then trudged to his apartment, hating the emptiness that awaited him inside. He unlocked the door. When the alarm system failed to sound its warning beep, he tensed.
 
   He’d set his alarm when he left. 
 
   Reaching down into his boot to retrieve his Keltec, Zane eased the door ajar. Through the dark shadows cast across the room he could just make out a figure in the low light filtering into his living room from the kitchen.
 
   His throat closed. 
 
   Angel. He couldn’t believe she was there.
 
   She stood with her back to him, but he’d seen her tense when he’d opened the door. 
 
   He stepped inside, closed the door, and dropped the gun back into his boot. He moved gradually into the room, afraid she’d vanish. His lungs struggled to draw air. 
 
   She was really here. 
 
   How? The how didn’t matter so much right now as his relief that threatened to take the starch out of his knees.
 
   An arm’s length away, he stopped. She knew he was here, but hadn’t moved to acknowledge him. Scattered thoughts raced across his mind, but only one broke through to the surface. 
 
   She’d come back to him.
 
   He swallowed and whispered, “Angel?”
 
   A soft glow from the under-counter lights in the kitchen barely reached this room. With her back to it, her face was hidden in shadows until she lifted her head. The sight of the pain in her eyes broke his heart. 
 
   He opened his arms and she came into them. Zane wrapped her in a close embrace, so very glad to feel her warm body next to his.
 
   “I thought you were gone,” he said, his voice raw with emotion. “Forever.”
 
   She shook her head against his chest. Tears dampened his shirt.
 
   “Are you okay?” he asked.
 
   She nodded against his chest, hugging him around the waist.
 
   “How’d you get in?”
 
   “Trish came by. Saw me on the patio and thought I’d gotten locked out.”  
 
   He stroked up and down her back, his fingers massaging along her spine. His chin rested against her silky hair. A lump of gratitude formed in his throat. She was alive.
 
   Angel tilted her head back. Sad eyes beseeched him through wet lashes. “I had to get them away from you.”  
 
   Her fervent declaration shook him. She didn’t need to protect him. It was the other way around. 
 
   He breathed out a deep sigh and leaned his forehead against hers, pleading in a whisper, “Honey, I wish you’d trust me enough to tell me what’s going on.”
 
   She pushed her hands up his chest then clasped each side of his face, stroking lightly until two fingers rested on his lips. 
 
   He kissed the soft pads.
 
   “I told you, you’re the one person I do trust, but I’m not taking you down with me if my situation goes bad. If that happens, you need to be able to distance yourself from me.” 
 
   There was one problem with that advice. 
 
   He couldn’t distance himself because he couldn’t let her go. With or without her help, he’d get to the bottom of this and find a way to stop whoever was after her. 
 
   Her sheer breath flowed against his neck. She trailed her fingers across his face and neck, tormenting him with the wispy touch. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have come back here, but I had nowhere else to go.”
 
   “I’m glad you came back. You can always come to me.”
 
   “My being here puts you at risk. I never meant to cause you trouble. I don’t want anything to happen to you.”
 
   He hugged her close. From what was she trying to protect him? “Who’s the guy that’s after you?” he urged.
 
   She shook her head “no” against him. 
 
   He’d have laughed at her favorite word if he weren’t so damned worried. “I can’t keep guessing. Help me out here,” Zane said. “He’s not your boyfriend or husband, is he?” 
 
   “No,” she said, barely above a whisper.
 
   “Then you either did something to make him angry as hell or you have something he wants,” Zane said.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Which is it?”
 
   “Both.”
 
   What did she have? Zane had the compass, but that couldn’t be it. Could it?
 
   “If you give it back, will he leave you alone?” Zane asked.
 
   “No.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “It doesn’t belong to him,” she explained.
 
   Zane drew his head back. She was killing him. None of this made sense. 
 
   All his questions fled when she blinked up at him through wet lashes. 
 
   Nothing mattered at that moment. Not her past, not his future, nothing but the luxury of her in his arms. 
 
   Zane lowered his lips, gently raking across hers. He kissed her cheek, her nose, her eyes, tasting the salty tears. 
 
   He moved his lips along her chin up to the crest of her ear and buried his face in her hair, inhaling the wonderful fresh smell. She’d showered again. Between that sweet scent and her wearing nothing but his T-shirt, relief gave way to a want so deep and hungry his hand shook when he stroked his hand along the smooth contour of her back. 
 
   Caution sirens screamed in his head. 
 
   Her scent overrode them. 
 
   Her fingers twined around the back of his neck, drawing herself up against him. His lips swept softly over her warm mouth when he wanted to do so much more.
 
    She surged up, returning his kiss with an intensity that rocked him. 
 
   He clenched a fistful of her T-shirt. Her mouth urged him to take what she offered. He scooped her bottom and lifted her against him. 
 
   Her legs wrapped around his waist then she rubbed up and down against his arousal, sending what blood was left in his body surging into his groin. 
 
   Holy mother of...
 
   He held her with one arm and used his other hand to reach up under her T-shirt to cup her breast. The minute his finger brushed over her nipple, she surged against him again. 
 
   One more time like that and they’d end up on the floor. 
 
   He turned and lowered her to his sofa then hovered above her on his knees. Now he could touch all of her. Pushing her shirt up, he stared at her plump breasts rising and falling with labored breaths. His gaze raked down across all that smooth skin blanketing her abdomen to a thatch of dark auburn hair. 
 
   When he lifted his gaze back to her face, eyes hot with passion stared up at him until she looked away, embarrassed. “I’m skinny.”
 
   “No, baby, you’re magnificent.”  Then he lowered his mouth to her breast, bent on proving just how perfect she was. He licked her nipples and she squeezed her legs against him. Then he suckled one breast while teasing the other one with his finger. 
 
   She clenched harder against him. “I want...”
 
   He lifted his head then gently tortured both nipples with his thumbs. “This?”
 
   She made a sound that was half cry and half yes. 
 
   Not enough. He wanted more. He released one breast, sliding his fingertips lightly over her skin, watching her tremble. When his fingers tangled in the curls between her legs, she started panting. “Please don’t...”
 
   He stilled his hand. “Don’t what?”
 
   “Don’t ... stop.”
 
   Damned glad to hear they both had the same idea. He caressed the soft folds that were already damp and pressed a finger inside her. 
 
   She cried out, shaking, so close ... but not quite.
 
   He bent down and nibbled on her breast, lightly scraping his teeth over the turgid tip. At the same moment, he pulled his finger out of her and drew a wet stroke to the spot that sent her arching. He’d only flicked back and forth twice over the sensitive nub and she tensed. He quickened his pace and she shrieked while he held her there until she collapsed.
 
   Nothing could be more beautiful than watching that. 
 
   He kissed her, sending his tongue in to enjoy the sweet taste that could only be Angel. Her arms had fallen limp, but she lifted her hands again, holding his head to her. 
 
   A chirping noise broke through his fervor.
 
   What the hell was that? 
 
   She tugged on his hair when he tore his mouth away. He moved his lips along her shoulders. She stretched against him, a sated feline leaning in to be stroked. 
 
   The chirping grew more constant. 
 
   Damn. What was that?
 
   Ah, hell, his damned cell phone was ringing. He pictured it sailing across the room and slamming against the wall. 
 
   With each loud chirp of the phone, consciousness hammered his aroused senses back to reality. Angel said Trish had been by today. His sister and her friend Heidi had the number for emergencies. 
 
   High Vision’s dispatch could be calling.
 
   Just once, Zane wished he was undisciplined enough to ignore his responsibilities.
 
   Every nerve in his body stood on end. He was so hard the zipper outline had to be embossed on his erection. 
 
   Resigned to his fate, Zane pulled his hand from Angel’s breast. He stroked her shoulder and kissed her face. God, he didn’t want to take his hands off of her.
 
   “Honey, I’m sorry,” he whispered. 
 
   Sorry they weren’t in his bed, sorry his life was not his own, sorry some jerk had invented cell phones.
 
   Angel lifted her head. She stared at him as though he’d said there were elephants coming at them. Her swollen lips begged to be kissed. 
 
   If their lips touched again, he wasn’t sure he could back away.
 
   Quiet reigned for several seconds once the phone ceased, but then the irritating sound resumed. 
 
   “Damn.”  He kissed her forehead. “I’ve got to take this call.”  He eased out of her arms, off the couch and stood, pulling the phone from his hip. 
 
   “Zane,” he snapped, anger, frustration and self-disgust wrapped around the short salutation.
 
   “This is Heidi. I’m sorry to bug you, but you said to call if Trish ever needed you.”  As his sister’s best friend from Houston, Heidi had decided to stay in Ft. Lauderdale after one visit. She was the closest Trish had ever come to having a sister. Her concern for Trish rivaled Zane’s, the reason she was the only person besides his sister who had his cell number.
 
   “What’s wrong? Where is she?”  Several possible situations crossed Zane’s mind, all of which soured his stomach.
 
   “She’s okay,” Heidi said. “But she’s at the Pink Baby and some guy is giving her a hard time. I dropped her at the shop earlier and was supposed to meet her there, but when I went home to let Dazzle out in the yard my car died. I can’t get it started. I know you don’t want her walking to a bus at night.” 
 
   Zane growled under his breath. 
 
   “She heard from one of the other girls this guy’s into weird stuff. I think he scares her. Trish didn’t want to bother you, so I told her I’d get a ride and come get her, but you’re only fifteen minutes away. I’m close to an hour once I get the car going.”
 
   Zane looked over at Angel. She was standing a foot away now, staring out the patio doors. In the minute since he’d answered his phone she’d withdrawn. The distance between them felt as wide as the ocean crashing against the beach outside. 
 
   “Okay, Heidi. I’ll get her.”
 
   He snapped the phone shut. “Angel...”
 
   She held up a hand to stop him. “I’m torn between thanking you for that and apologizing for letting it happen. I shouldn’t be doing this, but it’s not your fault and I won’t let it happen again.”
 
   He closed his eyes then opened them. When would his life get any easier?
 
   “Look, Angel, there is no fault. I want you, and I’m pretty sure you feel the same way, but this probably isn’t the time. Not until we solve your problem.”  Because she wouldn’t listen to what he had to say until then. He would convince her that she belonged with him. 
 
   “If you say so.” She looked at the phone in his hand. “Is something wrong?”
 
   He hadn’t realized he was gripping the phone so hard. “I’ve got to go pick up Trish. Do you want to go with me?”
 
   “No. I’d rather stay here,” she said.
 
   Zane sighed. Trish had to be picked up now. Before she got hurt. 
 
   “Will you promise me you won’t leave the apartment?” he asked. “I don’t think I can take too many more surprises today. When I get back, I want you to tell me why you took off earlier.”
 
   “I won’t leave,” she said, then added, “I promise.”
 
   Based on her posture – arms crossed, back straight, chin high – a casual observer would think her confidence had returned. Not Zane. He’d noticed her habit of chewing on her bottom lip when she was nervous. “That’s not all I asked for.” 
 
   Disappointment filled her eyes. “I can’t tell you the truth about why I left earlier and I’d rather not lie to you.”
 
   They’d tackle this when he returned. “After I get Trish, I’ll pick up something to eat on the way home. What would you like?”  
 
   “Pizza?”
 
   Her predilection for one food group amused him, but he had a tough time smiling with his heart in his throat.
 
   He hated walking away from her right now, but knew better than to leave Trish for long when she was partying hard. 
 
   Angel must have misread his reluctance as concern that she’d disappear. 
 
   “Don’t worry. I’ll be here.”
 
   Would she? 
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter 28
 
    
 
   Angel dug through the basket full of clean clothes next to the dryer. A blazing red shirt with a chest pocket was perfect. It suited her blazing fury. She hadn’t quite figured out who she was angrier with, herself or Zane, but red covered all bases.
 
   Had she completely lost all sense of priority? Okay, she’d admit the truth. He’d been right. She did want him as badly as he obviously wanted her.
 
   She should have known that once Zane Black touched a woman there would be no other man after him. Not that she wanted another man, but once she went into the WITSEC program – or ended up back in prison – they’d never see each other again. 
 
   How was that fair to Zane? 
 
   It wasn’t. Not any more than it was fair for her to be the only one to benefit by his lovemaking tonight. Staying here lulled her into complacency and had her starting to think Zane was right. That she could solve her problems and stick around. 
 
   If he knew everything, he’d realize how wrong he was. 
 
   Should she tell him everything? 
 
   Why not? She trusted him. 
 
   She propped a hip against the dryer, considering the pluses and minuses of doing that. If she told him about Mason, how she ended up at the compound, and about the coins, Zane would believe her. Then he’d bring in the police who would bring in the FBI. Everyone would listen to her and maybe even believe her. 
 
   Until she failed to produce someone to corroborate her alibi. 
 
   The FBI would also bring in Mason who would have to explain his fingerprints on the plastic coin sleeves. 
 
   What would she do in Mason’s shoes?
 
   Claim that he and Angel had been intimate right before she disappeared from work. That some sleeves from his own rare coin collection had gone missing, but he hadn’t put it together until now.
 
   No matter how ludicrous an idea, they’d buy it once he marched out all the philanthropic things he did each year and how he’d never had so much as a traffic ticket. Then he’d say how he’d wanted to give her a second chance, thought she’d changed her ways since being released from prison. Felt sorry for her when she came to him looking for a job, but couldn’t resist when she stripped in front of him, then threw herself at him. 
 
   He was a guy, after all. He’d bow his head in fake shame over his one weakness. 
 
   Everyone would turn suspicious eyes on Angel at that point.
 
   Then Zane would get involved and try to convince the FBI that Mason was lying because Zane had met her when she escaped Mason. 
 
   By the time the FBI went to the airfield to corroborate that, anyone who’d been around that night would be gone or dead. More innocent lives on her conscience.
 
   It would continue to spiral out of control until Angel ended up in prison and Zane was accused of helping her, maybe landing in prison, too. Or dead, which was a more realistic possibility.
 
   A possibility she could not let happen. 
 
   No, she would keep him out of this and get the heck away from him as soon as she could do it when he wouldn’t be able to follow. She’d panicked and run here as the only safe place she knew, but nowhere she stayed was safe. 
 
   If she hadn’t promised not to leave tonight, she’d be gone now. 
 
   Grabbing the T-shirt, she stalked into the bathroom and cranked the shower lever to one degree below lobster-boiling temperature. The scalding water charged over her screaming muscles, drawing out the tension. 
 
   Showering at any opportunity, and alone, was a luxury she never took for granted and rarely passed up. 
 
   Refreshed, she dried her hair quickly before relaxing on the leather sofa. She started to wipe everything down, but she’d been forgetting around Zane, a couple of times. And why should she continue with her habitual cleaning here at Zane’s apartment? 
 
   It wasn’t as though a pilot would care if she left a fingerprint, or would have reason to watch for them.
 
   Finding the television remote, she flipped channels until local news crawled across the screen. A perky anchorwoman shared the latest stock market concerns and weather before moving to national interests.
 
    Angel had curled up against the wide armrest of the sofa and almost drifted off to sleep when a news report broke through her slumber.
 
   “The body found in a dumpster near Raleigh, North Carolina has been identified as Jeff Jurnowski,” the news anchor announced. “Initial report on cause of death is a gunshot wound to the head. The police have several leads, but are not discussing those at this time.”
 
   She sat up, paralyzed by the words. 
 
   That was Mason’s former employee, Jeff. With the bullet hole in the head Mason had put there to teach her a lesson. 
 
   Jeff had been nice to her, even showing her a picture of his pet Beagle. He’d worked on the wrong side of the law, but no one deserved to be murdered in cold blood.
 
   The news report rattled her. Mason wasn’t stupid. Jeff had been shot just days before her escape. His body hadn’t just disappeared and shown up in a dumpster by mistake. Not when Mason could make use of it. What was Mason up to? 
 
   Her hands trembled when she lifted the remote to click up the volume.
 
    The news anchor finished with, “The authorities are running fingerprints found on the man’s possessions. His employer, Mason Lorde, has issued a statement of the company’s sympathy over the loss of a respected employee. Lorde went on to say he will aid the police in any way and alluded to a female employee who went missing around the time of Jurnowski’s death. Police refused to comment on whether the female is a suspect in the case, but said they are working all possible angles. They are not releasing her name at this time.”
 
   Angel’s mouth fell open. ...authorities are running fingerprints found on the man’s possessions. She’d touched the photo of Jeff’s dog.
 
   Mason intended to hang Jeff’s murder on her. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter 29
 
    
 
   Zane shuffled through the front door with Trish and a pizza. His sister’s glum face and quiet countenance were a result of his own discontent. 
 
   He’d decided to bring her home rather than spend two hours on the road delivering her to the house she shared with Heidi. Worry about Angel slipping away had driven that decision. 
 
   Women would put him in an early grave. 
 
   “Sorry to screw up your evening,” Trish whispered with a slur. The anguish in her upturned face told him he’d hit a nerve with his black mood.
 
   The last thing he wanted to do was hurt his sister, especially in her present condition. He shouldn’t take his aggravation out on her. But keeping her out of trouble and unharmed became tougher each week. Every trip he made out of town meant he might be gone when she needed him there to save her.
 
   She had no one but him. 
 
   He owed her for all she’d been denied, and for leaving her to go into the Air Force when she’d needed him. He was convinced he could’ve prevented her downfall if he’d been here.
 
   As the first born and only child his parents really wanted, he’d gotten everything. Trish had been ignored, thrown nothing more than leftovers. Growing up, he’d rarely seen his parents himself, but at least they hadn’t blatantly avoided him the way they had their late-in-life daughter. 
 
   He was angry all right, with everybody, including himself.
 
   Angel walked tentatively into the living room from the bathroom hallway. Jazz music playing low seeped into the room from speakers hidden in the corners. 
 
   His red T-shirt hung on her like an oversize nightgown. Angel must have dug it out of the clean laundry and showered. 
 
   Her hair was damp. The smell of soap and shampoo was going to drive him crazy for the rest of his life if he lost her. Drained from dealing with Trish, his brain teetered between behaving responsibly and the desire to strip Angel bare in the shower.
 
   Trish weaved in place. “I ‘pologized to Zane, so I’ll ‘pologize to you, Angel. Sorry.”
 
   Angel shot him a questioning look. 
 
   He fought the urge to tape his sister’s mouth shut. Zane loved his sister, but he’d like one night of peace and quiet. One night he wasn’t reminded of all the bad things that had happened to Trish. 
 
   “I asked him to take me home, but noooo,” Trish said. “I’ll bunk somewhere ... outta the way.”
 
   Zane rubbed his neck. “You can have the fold-out. Angel’s in the bedroom. I’ll find another spot.”
 
   Trish gave him a strange look. She was clearly surprised that he and Angel were not sleeping together. 
 
   “Absolutely not,” Angel stated. “I hardly use up a third of that king sized bed. Trish can sleep in there, too.”  
 
   “You sure?” Trish said, her confused gaze flicking between the two of them. 
 
   Zane gave Trish a don’t-go-there look he’d given her plenty of times in the past.
 
   Trish shrugged. “Going to change and hit the sack then.”  She gave them each another look then hugged her brother and said, “Love you. So, so sorry. Promise not to be a pain again.”
 
   His throat tightened. She was good as gold and he’d crawl through broken glass for her. Trish hadn’t really done anything wrong, hadn’t slipped much in months, but she needed to be in a program and needed his support. Heidi had been Trish’s sponsor once in the past, but Zane couldn’t leave this for Heidi to handle alone. He hugged her. “Love you, too. Don’t mind me.”
 
   “You need a vacation,” Trish whispered. “With someone like Angel. Do a world of good for what ails you.”
 
   He squeezed her. “Goodnight.”
 
   Trish turned to Angel and tottered over to give her a hug. Zane warmed at the surprise on Angel’s face that softened into a look of genuine caring. Again, he wondered about the woman who never left his thoughts. Where did she come from? Who was her family?
 
   Who wants to kill her?
 
   When Trish tripped down the hall and closed the bedroom door, Zane explained, “I called Heidi back and told her I’d just bring Trish here for the night.”
 
   “I’m glad you did.”
 
   That didn’t sound good. Was Angel worried he’d push her to finish what they’d started? 
 
   Having Trish here would ensure he kept his hands off Angel. Dammit.
 
   Zane stretched the stiff muscles of his neck. “Want something to drink?”
 
   “Sounds good. I’m going to get my things off the bed and make sure Trish is set. I’ll be back in just a minute.”
 
   Zane trudged to the kitchen and carried a cold bottle of water to the patio. A beer normally tasted good on a hot evening, but after watching Trish tonight he didn’t have the taste for one. 
 
   He left the outside lights off intentionally and navigated by the glow from the lamp inside. A soft breeze dispelled some of the humidity. Weather in South Florida reminded him of visiting the coast in Galveston. 
 
   He’d loved Texas, but couldn’t stay there with the memories. Besides he’d needed a new home for Trish and somewhere to work where he wasn’t known by half the city. Being a third generation son of the reputed Jackson Oil dynasty had its pros and cons. Zane couldn’t buy a cup of coffee without some reporter making news out of whether he drank it alone or not.
 
   Everyone had expected him to sign on as a company man once he’d returned from the military. He’d surprised his extended relatives and the city when he turned his back on Texas for Florida. Ben had already met Kerry and settled here. At the time, moving Trish to Ft. Lauderdale, hanging with his best friend and flying charters seemed like a hell of a plan. 
 
   He’d gotten busy – and successful – fast because of his willingness to fly when others wouldn’t. Then the informant gig had come along, complete with an unusually large electronic transfer from a DEA cover business into his bank account to pay off his loan on the Titan. That had been a relief for certain, but worrying about Trish and keeping up with his business were starting to wear him down. 
 
   And he still didn’t know if he had the High Vision contract the DEA was after. He expected more tests like the CFO’s fancy dog drop. If so, those tests would have to come this weekend, during the last few days of the performance period for the bids. 
 
   Damn. The waiting sucked up every drop of patience he possessed. Maybe that’s why he couldn’t keep his hands off of Angel – too much untapped energy.
 
   Liar. The truth stared him in the face, whether he wanted to put it into words or not. Just thinking about her vanishing from his life scared him to his toes. 
 
   He was in love with her. 
 
   For the good of his own self-respect, he’d walked away from the easy ride his parents’ money could have given him and joined the Air Force. For his sister, he’d turned his back on a career as an officer and a pilot. A job nobody walked away from willingly – at least not in one piece.
 
   What did he think he was going to do now? 
 
   Chuck all his responsibilities to help a strange woman who still might be a criminal? 
 
   No matter which way he went, he hit walls. He couldn’t risk losing the High Vision contract or the money for Trish he got from the DEA, but neither could he let Angel face a threat alone. 
 
   He didn’t even know her whole name, where she came from, or how she’d spent her life until now. 
 
   He didn’t know what she ate besides pizza.
 
   What he did know was how his insides flip flopped when she walked into a room. How she could look at him as if she believed he slayed dragons and make him want to go hunt one down for her.
 
   He had it bad. This had all the earmarks of a critical mission that was doomed from the start. 
 
   A soft shuffling brought Zane from his mental meandering. Wisps of Angel’s hair floated softly about her shoulders as she settled in a chair across from him. He understood her need for distance, but ached with the desire to hold her.
 
   “What’s Trish’s story?” she asked quietly.
 
   Zane leaned forward in his chair with his hands on the patio table. For too many years to count, he’d defended Trish against his parents’ criticisms and nasty comments from relatives who didn’t understand when Trish acted out. Time and guilt had developed Zane’s hair trigger about anything regarding Trish. But Angel hadn’t accused or passed judgment. She sounded sincerely interested. 
 
   “Trish is getting a late start in life,” Zane said. “My fault.”
 
   “Why is it your fault?”
 
   “I deserted her along with everyone else when I went in the military. I could see my parents felt burdened with an unwanted child, but I was eighteen and too caught up in what I wanted to notice the damage being done to Trish.”  Zane clenched his hand into a fist, then forced himself to relax it, spreading his fingers across the table.
 
   Angel leaned forward and laid her hand over his. A simple touch that said she understood while she waited for him to go on.
 
   “When our parents were killed, they left an inheritance with stipulations.” He didn’t give a rat’s ass about money or wills, and hated what this one had done to his sister. “Trish knows I’ll take care of her and share everything I have, but that didn’t change what they did to her.”  He hung his head, recalling the agony and the guilt for the way his parents had dealt Trish a final blow.
 
   “What your parents did?”
 
   Unwanted memories flooded back. Zane paused to consider the damage a piece of paper could inflict. “Yes. They died and then they gutted her with words – or more the lack of words. I’ll never forget her face at the reading of the will.”  
 
   “They left her out of the will?”   
 
   “Oh, yes. Everything went to me, the golden boy, and not until I reach forty, which won’t be for a few years. Nothing to Trish, not even a fare-thee-well. She was young and didn’t understand the cold logic our parents had used. They thought I’d invest the funds where Trish would only squander money.”  He’d read those papers over and over again, sure they’d left her something, even a token amount, that proved she was just as much their child as he was. 
 
   Angel lifted his hand in her two slender ones. Her compassionate touch drew away some of his pain. 
 
   Zane glanced up to see the sadness in his soul reflected in her face. “I tried to tell Trish that our parents would have changed the will once she was an adult, and that their intention had been for me to watch out for her. That didn’t erase the hurt. It wasn’t about the money. Trish just needed to hear her name mentioned, to know she counted.”
 
   “I’m sorry for both of you,” Angel whispered, her voice heavy with understanding. “But you can’t blame yourself,” she soothed. “Your parents deserted her. You didn’t. She idolizes you. And I see the strength adversity has given her. She’s much tougher than you think.”
 
   He’d like to think so, but Angel hadn’t seen how far Trish had fallen after the reading of the will. Hadn’t seen her in the hospital half dead. She’d come so far since then, but in the past few months, he’d sensed he was losing her again. He was afraid if he blinked he’d open his eyes and she’d be too far gone to save. “I didn’t realize until after the will that she’d known for a while that she was an unwanted surprise. The will just hammered it home. That’s when Trish took a downturn. She started drinking. Then some scumbag got her on coke.”  
 
   The vision of her in a scumbag hotel, being beaten would forever be stuck in his head. He shook it off and said, “She tried AA in Houston. Worked for a while, but she didn’t stick with it. She’s been doing okay here.”  Oh, sure. Talk about denial. “But I’m blowing it being gone on such a crazy schedule.”
 
   “You’re a good brother. Trish is very lucky. I wish I’d had a sibling.”
 
   Angel hadn’t given him the usual platitudes about how Trish was young and would bounce back. With reminding him he was fortunate to have a sibling, Angel had unintentionally given him a tiny piece to the puzzle of her background. 
 
   She was an only child.
 
   He’d had enough of dissecting his screwed up life. “Where are your parents?”“My mother’s dead. Died when I was twelve.”  She said that with a finality that stopped him from asking more.
 
   Neither spoke for a while as the ocean’s surf stirred against the shore. Zane felt Angel’s fingers stroke over his hand. When was the last time anyone had comforted him? A vague memory of being held as a small child came to mind, but nothing since then. 
 
   Her depth of caring for others, in the face of her own immense problems, humbled him. 
 
   He was a fool to want this woman so much he ached, but he longed to hold her. Just to feel her in his arms. 
 
   After a bit, she moved her hands away and stood. “Think I’ll turn in. We can talk tomorrow. Don’t worry about Trish. I’ll watch over her tonight.”  She’d stepped back to the glass doors.
 
   He was up and around the table before she reached the opening, blocking her path.
 
   “Angel.”
 
   “What?”  She lifted her head.
 
   “This.”  
 
   He threaded his fingers around her neck up into her hair, lifting her face to his. His lips touched hers in a kiss full of compassion, not carnal desire. 
 
   After a slight hesitation, she surrendered. Her hands knifed up between them, then around his neck. 
 
   Oh, man, she felt like all his best wishes come true wrapped in one gorgeous package. Desire licked at every spot she touched. He loved her lips, soft, full on the bottom, hungry. 
 
   She grazed his lips with her teeth and ran her tongue across his mouth. One delicate hand slid down his neck, sending chills up his spine. If they didn’t stop soon, he’d take her right there on the patio.
 
   Stopping was his job. 
 
   Time to be responsible whether he liked it or not. 
 
   Zane ended the kiss, slowly, touching his lips to her cheeks and forehead.
 
   “Honey.”  He cleared his tight throat and tried again, careful not to mention law enforcement since that always sent her running for cover. “We’ll figure this out. I know you don’t understand how, but I can help you. We’ll work through this tomorrow. Okay?”
 
   She nodded into his chest when he hugged her tight. 
 
   Reluctantly, he let her ease away from him, watching her until she disappeared down the hallway.
 
   Zane settled back into his chair and listened to a seagull call in the distance. Wheels in his brain churned with the new information. He’d learned Angel was only twelve when her mother had died. She didn’t even mention her father. What had life thrown at her after losing her mother? He had to know. Every minute with her tied him in one more knot. 
 
   Tomorrow he’d persuade her to tell him her full name, and he’d tell her about Ben. He couldn’t tell her he worked with the DEA because keeping that secret was part of the gig. Even Trish didn’t know. But he would find a way to convince Angel that she could trust his friend. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter 30
 
    
 
   Zane was sure he’d only just fallen asleep when his cell phone woke him. He checked the digital clock on his DVD player. Four-ten in the morning. He flipped the phone open.
 
   “Zane.”
 
   “Sammy here. Got a High Vision shipment being cleared at the docks in Jacksonville. Will you be able to pick it up and deliver to Birmingham by 1900 local time?”
 
   If not, Sammy would call one of the other two charter groups who would jump at the chance to shut out Black Jack Charters. 
 
   Zane stretched his stiff neck. This was the shipment he hoped would seal the deal. “What time do I need to be in Jacksonville?”
 
   “They want you there at oh-nine hundred today.”  
 
   Couldn’t they have informed Zane yesterday, even last night, that he had to fly this morning? This had to be the test he’d expected. He’d bet the shipment didn’t have to be picked up on a holiday weekend, but High Vision wanted to see how he’d handle this. In fact, now that he thought about it, they probably had both of the other charter groups flying this weekend as well. 
 
   They’d test everyone. See who put their business ahead of personal life. 
 
   He assured Sammy, “I’ll be there.”
 
   Sammy gave him the numbers he’d need to verify he had the correct shipment, then said, “Anything else?”  
 
   Yeah, dude. Fix my woman problems by the time I get back. “No. I’ll check in before I fly out with the cargo.”  He twisted right and left trying to unkink his aching back. The sofa bed needed a new mattress, one that would hold his bulk.
 
   Unless he figured out Angel’s problem and fixed it. 
 
   They could share his bed then. 
 
   Talk about screwed up logic, but he was a guy. All equations involving a woman ended with sex, especially when he was going to do his damnedest to keep said woman. 
 
   By the time he’d made up the bed and dashed through a shower, the coffee had finished perking. He sipped a cup of the hot brew and glanced around the spotless kitchen. He couldn’t take credit for a cleaning that well done.
 
   An uneasy feeling settled over him at the thought of leaving Angel alone. He knew she’d take care of Trish until Heidi arrived, but would he come home to find her gone again? 
 
   He’d been absentmindedly studying the room when his eyes passed the door, then stopped. Yellow running shoes were parked to the right of the entrance.
 
   Oh, yeah. Thanks again to Ben-the-techno-wizard teaching him stuff he probably shouldn’t, Zane knew what to do and had the tools for the job.
 
   Next to his laundry, he unlocked the utility room and snapped the light on. Hidden under piles of boxes and junk he used for camouflage was a locked toolbox. Inside was a mix of tools he had from black ops assignments he’d participated in during his Air Force days – stuff that had needed to disappear for the good of the op – along with electronic surveillance and tracking equipment he’d gotten from Ben. 
 
   Ben might not ever pick up a weapon, but he’d always had Zane’s back, even as a teen.
 
   Zane’s gadget-happy friend had given him every possible toy Ben could come up with, knowing Zane might make use of them for clandestine surveillance at some point. Not always kosher for the agents to do that, but no case would hinge on whether a nonexistent informant like Zane followed the rules. 
 
   He pointed the agents in the right direction. 
 
   They gathered hard evidence. 
 
   Nobody was the wiser or needed to be. There was even a gadget or two that Ben had designed and built. He’d given the units to Zane for testing.
 
   After he found a GPS transmitter the size of a shirt button, he put everything back in place. He took the sneakers and his Swiss army knife outside. 
 
   He opened the driver’s door on his truck to work under the dome light where he had enough time to hide what he was doing if someone walked up. Rumbling in the distance was a precursor of the weather he’d have to fly through. He made a mental note to swing by the marina and check on the boat. 
 
   Too much stretch in the ropes and his boat would be damaged along each side where it beat against the pilings separating the boat slips. 
 
   Pulling the laces of Angel’s running shoe very loose allowed better access. He slit an opening at the base of the tongue. The tiny tracker was a prototype that Ben had been developing, and Zane had helped him try out several of the versions a while back, carrying them with him on flights and when he went on his grueling morning runs. 
 
   Zane tested the performance, beat the hell out of the equipment, and Ben worked out bugs. 
 
   Ben wanted Zane to keep this one and give it a run once in a while to see if the electronics held up over time. 
 
   If Angel took off, this gadget would get a real-world test, and the run of its life. Zane hoped not, but he was done with getting sucker punched every time she disappeared. 
 
   With tweezers he worked the transmitter inside the padded covering, deep enough that Angel would never feel it.
 
   The next time she pulled a Houdini vanishing act, he would have a magic wand to make her reappear.
 
   Pleased with himself, he almost whistled as he went back in the door until he met Angel on the other side.
 
   “What are you doing with my shoes?”
 
   Busted. “I noticed some dirt on the bottom of one, and you’re so neat I knew you wouldn’t want to track through the apartment.”
 
   She inspected the shoes. 
 
   He’d pulled the laces back as close to where she’d left them as he could. The bottoms were spotless when she turned them over, just the way he’d found them.
 
   She cut her eyes up at him. “Are you sure? I could swear I cleaned them last night.”
 
   “You probably couldn’t see well in the dark. Not a big deal. I didn’t mind doing it.”
 
   “Well ... thanks.”  Her appreciation was more dubious than sincere.
 
   “Don’t worry about it. Look, I’ve got to make a run. I hate to ask you to do anything else after last night, but I’d like to let Trish sleep some more.”
 
   “I don’t mind. Where are you going?”
 
   “Gotta help someone with a problem.”
 
   “When will you be back?” she asked, a slight catch in her voice.
 
   Would she miss him? “Not sure, maybe tonight, but it could be tomorrow. I’ll call later and let you know. Will you be here?”
 
   He watched her face as she juggled possible answers. 
 
   “I’ll try to.”
 
   “What does that mean?” he demanded, instantly irritated. “Why would you leave? At least stay where you’re safe until I get back.”
 
   “Don’t worry about me, Zane. You have plenty of other things to think about.”  She shifted the shoes to her other hand.
 
   He loved the way she said his name. He wanted to hear it again and again. Hear it in her early morning voice, husky with sleep. Yeah, she’d moan his name as he made love to her. 
 
   God, he was losing it. She had better be here when he returned. 
 
   He smiled. At least he had a backup plan.
 
   It was time to go, but not before he did one last thing.
 
   Zane gathered her into his arms and kissed her like he’d never get another chance, because that’s exactly what worried him. 
 
   The shoes hit the floor. 
 
   She tasted like toothpaste and Angel. Her fingers drove through his hair, dragging him closer to her as if she, too, expected it to be their last. 
 
   Ecstasy and misery flowed through him. He loved her scent, the feel of her lips, her smooth skin. But the question of her being there when he returned haunted the recesses of his mind. 
 
   Duty called. It was close to five-thirty. He had to go. If he stayed any longer there wouldn’t be time to swing by the boat, check the bowlines and the bilge pump. Many a boat had sunk at the dock due to a faulty bilge pump or low battery.
 
   Zane hugged her close and pressed his lips to her forehead. “I left my cell phone number on the counter and the code to set the motion detector bypass on the alarm so you can reset it once Trish leaves. I’ll be back as soon as I can and we’ll figure out your problem together.”
 
   “But, Zane...”
 
   “Shh. We’ll talk when I get back. Just promise me you won’t take any chances.”
 
   She dropped her head to his chest.
 
   “Promise me, Angel. Please.”  He’d figured out that she’d rather be silent than lie and believed she’d stick to a commitment.
 
   “Okay, I promise,” she whispered.
 
   He lifted her chin, gave her a brief kiss then left.
 
  
 
   
 
  
 
   Chapter 31
 
    
 
   Mason’s cell phone beeped twice, then beeped again while he crossed the living room of his Manhattan flat to retrieve it. Dawn wouldn’t come for another two hours, but he hadn’t slept all night. 
 
   “Sir, this is Richardson...”  Richardson oversaw the security of all Mason’s warehouses. He was privy to every shipment, legitimate and otherwise.
 
   Mason eased down on the sofa and sat back. “Is there a problem?”   
 
   “The Feds stopped by while I was in Raleigh. They wanted to ask questions about Farentino.”
 
   The local police should be handling Jeff’s death and Angelina’s disappearance. “What questions?”
 
   “They wanted to know her specific duties and if she handled any transactions.”
 
   Like Mason would have been stupid enough to let Angelina have access to records? “What did you tell them?”
 
   “That she’d been hired as a set of hands in the warehouse and that we didn’t give client file access to anyone with a prison record. I stuck to what your man Kenner said was the official statement. I told the Feds everyone was in shock. We all thought she was sweet and a hard worker, etcetera, but we obviously didn’t know what she was capable of, or the kind of skills she’d learned in prison.”
 
   So far so good. “Did they want anything else?”
 
   “Not really ... but...”
 
   “But what?”  Mason sat up straight, alerted to the worry in Richardson’s voice.
 
   “One of them asked if I knew of any personal relationship between you and Farentino. I told them absolutely not. That our Raleigh warehouse manager had hired her after you and I reviewed her file and approved it. I added that I took full responsibility for hiring her and that I had to talk you into giving her a chance.”
 
   “Nice touch.”  Mason drummed his fingers on the arm of the sofa, trying to figure out what the Feds were after. “Think that satisfied them?”
 
   Richardson was silent for a moment. “I don’t think so, sir. I can’t put my finger on it, but I had a feeling they weren’t just asking about Jeff’s death. I think they were interested in Farentino for something else.”
 
   Angelina may not have seen the news report about Jeff’s body yet, but that didn’t matter. Mason had told Angelina she’d played a role in smuggling the paintings, whether she’d known it or not, and that he’d planted evidence of her participation in the coin theft. 
 
   That he could hang her and he’d walk away unscathed.
 
   Angelina had believed him. He was certain of it. 
 
   He knew her type, and he knew people. Nobody in any agency would believe she was innocent, nor would they buy any claim she made about Mason. Not with her record. 
 
   As long as she ran, he felt certain she’d avoid the authorities.
 
   The minute she tried to sell those coins, she’d be arrested. She should realize that, but if he were Angelina, he’d be trying to get out of the country. To do that, she’d need money and might gamble on selling one of them.
 
   Regardless, Mason couldn’t risk the FBI getting to her first and hearing something that could be used against him. He had no idea what else she might have on him that she hadn’t admitted. She’d been cleverer than he’d anticipated.
 
   Underestimating her at this point would be stupid. 
 
   Stupid was one thing he’d never been. 
 
   He dismissed Richardson and ended the call, then punched the speed dial key for his bounty hunter. “I want an update.”
 
   CK didn’t launch into his usual report. “We’ll get her, but looks like somebody else has an interest. You don’t have another team down here do you?”
 
   “No. What are you talking about?”  Mason didn’t need this shit right now. It couldn’t be Czarion interfering, not after Mason had suggested Czarion go after Angelina and the coins, only to have the prick toss that back in Mason’s lap. 
 
   “Another group tried to intercept her. I don’t have anything on them, but if anyone gets in my way, I’ll remove them,” CK warned.
 
   “You’re the only one on my tab, but we may have interest from a federal agency.” Time was not on Mason’s side with Czarion breathing down his neck. That bastard would get his coins, but on Mason’s terms. “Where is she?” he asked.
 
   “At the pilot’s apartment.”  
 
   “Go get her. I have a meeting just before noon, then I’ll fly down. I can be there tonight. Call me as soon as she’s secure.”  
 
   Even if Angelina had hidden the coins, Mason knew how to make her talk. 
 
   “She might not be alone when I get to her. What about your orders to not draw attention?”
 
   Mason weighed the prospect of getting his hands on Angelina quickly against the problem of doing it in a way that might annoy Czarion. The need to find those coins before Czarion’s Sunday deadline ended all debate. “Things have changed. We don’t have time to waste. I need this done now. I’ll put my resources at your disposal.”
 
   “What about the pilot?” CK asked.
 
   “If you can’t grab her without involving him, I don’t care what you do with him. Just don’t leave a trail.”
 
   “I never do.”
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter 32
 
    
 
   Wind lifted whitecaps over the waves where the canal to the Gulf Winds Marina met the bay. Zane hurried down the dock to secure the boat so he could get to the airfield and take off ahead of the coming storm. Just another headache he didn’t need this morning.
 
   The lines had slackened during the night. After making quick work of tightening the ropes and checking the bilge pump that removed water from the hull, he climbed down into the cabin. 
 
   Under the front bunk, he lifted the lid to access a lower compartment and reached deep inside to drag out the new side curtains he’d stored there. He’d been surprised they were ready when he’d come through Raleigh. After replacing the lid and cushion, he tore the brown paper packaging away, smiling over the smell of new canvas and plastic. It reminded him of opening the package on a rubber pool floatie. 
 
   The first upgrade to his boat. 
 
   He carried the four curtain sections onto the deck to sort them. Zane picked one up, decided it was for the starboard side then tossed it to his right. 
 
   Thunk!
 
   Curious, he lifted the section back up. The bottom hemmed pocket bulged. He squeezed two fingers into the pocket, and felt something hard surrounded by plastic. He retrieved a pair of needle-nose pliers from the dash – one of the better gets from the junk left onboard by the previous owner. Pinching the corner of the plastic carefully with the pliers, he wiggled the clear sleeve out far enough to see a coin.
 
   A gold coin. He carried the canvas to the captain’s chair in the open cockpit and carefully pulled the rest of the snaking plastic length out. 
 
   Eight gold coins ranging in dates from 1922 through 1933 were embellished with a maiden in a long gown running with a torch on the front. The flip side had an eagle. He knew nothing about coin collecting, but it didn’t take an expert to realize he held something extremely rare.
 
   How had they gotten into his canvas curtains? Zane retraced the package’s path in his mind. He’d picked them up from the custom shop on his last trip to Raleigh, and carried them around until he’d loaded them into the Titan. They were with him all the way until he unloaded them when he landed. 
 
   Raleigh. Where Angel had stowed away. 
 
   His skin chilled at his next thought. Had she stolen these? Was that why someone chased her? This must have been what she’d been searching for in the storage room and when he’d found her going through the cabin of the boat. 
 
   Disappointment sickened him. He’d believed he could help her out of whatever she’d gotten into, but this was not a warrant for unpaid parking tickets. If she’d stolen these coins, he’d face his greatest challenge – turning the woman he loved over to the authorities. 
 
   He couldn’t harbor a fugitive.
 
   Angel said she’d taken something from the guy chasing her, but it didn’t belong to him. 
 
   But these coins belonged to someone. 
 
   If confronted with the coins, would she admit the truth? Or, refuse to share her secrets until she absolutely had to give them up? 
 
   He left all the individually wrapped twenty-dollar gold pieces on the seat and went in search of three plastic Ziploc bags from a drawer under the sink where he’d stashed a few supplies in anticipation of a first outing this weekend. Fat chance of that happening now. Using his knife he slit the side of one sleeve. With the pliers, he lifted the package over one open Ziploc bag, shaking it carefully until the coin dropped into the bag.
 
   He held the empty plastic sleeve up to the light. She hadn’t wiped these clean. Zane dropped the sleeve into the other Ziploc, then placed the remaining coins, in their sleeves, in the last bag. 
 
   In the cabin, he pulled the cushions out of the way and rooted around for a good spot to hide the coins. A safe deposit box in the bank would be the best place, but since this was Labor Day weekend the banks were closed until Tuesday. 
 
   The least likely area to be disturbed by an intruder was under the anchor rope stored in the very front compartment deep inside the nose of the bow. He lifted several layers of rope and slipped the plastic bag containing the coins between the loops.
 
   Zane quickly snapped the side curtains into place and closed up the boat. He had large brown envelopes in his truck under the back seat. Ben had given him the envelopes on the outside chance he ever found evidence he’d need to turn in.
 
   He’d drop the coin and plastic sleeve, along with the cup Angel had touched, at Ben’s office on his way to the airport. Ben hadn’t called with news of a baby yet, so he wouldn’t be in the lab today, but Zane didn’t know when he’d be back home and wanted Ben to be the only one privy to this. 
 
   There was no way he’d let anyone else in on it until he knew the origin of the coins.
 
   Angel might have a reasonable explanation.
 
   He might believe pigs could fly. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter 33
 
    
 
   The balmy tropical weather was threatening to turn downright mean pretty soon, but CK welcomed the low depression hanging off the coast of south Florida. He stretched his shoulders, pulling on the long sleeved gray T-shirt he wore. He’d have to replace it soon with a Triple X. Staying in shape came with a cost. 
 
   Thunder rolled overhead, offering the perfect cover for what he had to do this morning.
 
   He lifted his SkyHawk binoculars and studied the woman walking around inside the pilot’s apartment. Angel carried a mug of coffee to the sofa. 
 
   He’d been in this spot all night, and knew exactly when lights had come on in the apartment and the minute the pilot had left. Talk about timing. CK’s cell phone vibrated against his hip. He lifted it up to his ear. “Speak.”
 
   “We followed the pilot to the marina,” Joe reported. “He messed with the ropes on the boat and put some covering around the cabin. Couldn’t see much from where we were, but no female with him. He just pulled out and turned in the direction of Sunshine Airfield.”
 
   Was Angel’s boyfriend called away on a Saturday morning to fly? That’d be too good to be true. The rest of CK’s operation would turn into child’s play with the pilot out of the way.
 
   “If he flies out, find out where he’s going. I want to know the minute he’s airborne.”
 
   “Got it.”
 
   CK thumbed the end button and shoved the phone back into his pants. He lifted his field glasses. 
 
   Angel had stood up and walked to the glass doors and stared out as if she had seen something, but she couldn’t see CK. No one could when he wanted to disappear into the landscape. The red nightshirt she wore clung to her plump breasts and narrow hips.
 
   Mason had said to keep the damage to a minimum, but he hadn’t dictated any specific parameters. 
 
   CK lowered the glasses, letting them lie against his chest. He leaned back into his dark cubbyhole. He lifted his phone and sent a text to his man in charge of accessing the power feed for the apartment complex. The text reply came back immediately. All set. The longer he watched her, the more he appreciated the occasional pleasure offered by his line of work. 
 
   Angel stepped to the side and drew the drapes closed. 
 
   CK grinned. That would only work in his favor.
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter 34
 
    
 
   Angel had showered and dressed in her running shorts and top when Trish tottered out of the bedroom to the kitchen. 
 
   “Morning, Trish. Want some coffee?”
 
   “Is the Pope Catholic?”
 
   Angel smiled and poured her a mug. “Cream or sugar?”
 
   “No, the blacker the better.”
 
   Trish swigged a drink. “Well damn, Sug, this is much better than that sludge Zane makes. Speaking of, where is he?”
 
   “He had a job to fly or something. He didn’t really tell me much.”
 
   Trish half smiled and nodded. “Mystery man. You aren’t mad at me for last night are you?”
 
   “No.”  The counter didn’t have a dust molecule left after Angel had cleaned earlier, but she grabbed a rag to wipe anyhow. “Trish, your brother and I are, um, friends.”  Friends? Why did that sound so lame? “He’s letting me stay here for a few days. That’s all. I don’t want to give you the wrong impression.”
 
   “Friends, huh? Sure. If you say so.”  Trish snickered quietly then lowered her gaze to study her coffee as if she could read the inky brew like tea leaves. 
 
   Angel let the quiet settle while Trish gathered her thoughts on whatever was causing the pucker between her eyebrows. 
 
   “I’ve got to get my act together,” Trish muttered to her mug. “I’m getting in the way of Zane’s life.”
 
   What do you say to that? Angel wiped the counter harder. Zane would be able to perform surgery on this surface if she didn’t stop.
 
   “Angel, have you ever had something you wanted real bad just out of your reach?”
 
   Angel paused her scrubbing and stared at the counter. 
 
   For five years she’d trained, studied, and competed to earn the coveted athletic scholarship to Stanford, only to have it snatched away. The first two weeks in jail she’d almost folded under the weight of her loss and what lay ahead of her, but deep inside, the drive to stick it out had burned. Once she’d been released, she’d wanted to prove she was better than the stranger described in a stack of court documents. 
 
   She’d trained to compete in the Tamarind, but more than that, all those hours of hard work had been to regain a grain of respect. To be treated just like any other human being. 
 
   All she’d wanted was to belong to this world again and stop feeling like a second-class citizen. 
 
   Mason had stolen that from her.
 
   “Yes, Trish, I’ve had something very important I worked very hard for taken away. Twice, in fact.”  Angel understood that they were talking about two different things, but the dynamics were the same. “If you want something bad enough, you have to be willing to fight for it no matter what.”
 
   Trish stared at her with soulful eyes then nodded slowly. “Yeah. I think I know what you’re saying.”  Her polite smile didn’t reach her sad eyes. “Thanks.”
 
   Angel glanced at the clock on the microwave. Ten minutes until seven. “What’re your plans for today?”
 
   “Nothing in particular.” Trish brightened. “We can hang out together while Zane’s gone and get to know each other better.”
 
   No. Trish had to go. Now. “What about your shop?”
 
   “Heidi will open up.”
 
   This was Zane’s apartment. Angel couldn’t very well ask his sister to leave if she didn’t want to go. 
 
   She was stuck here. Unbelievable. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter 35
 
    
 
   Palm leaves slapped together as the wind whipped through the lush landscape surrounding the pilot’s apartment. Still tucked away from sight, CK’s phone vibrated at seven-fifteen.
 
   “Speak.”
 
   “The pilot’s airborne and on his way to Jacksonville.”
 
   CK grinned. Gotta love it when a plan falls into place. 
 
   “Go to the meet point,” CK ordered. “I’ll be there in a couple of hours.”  He ended the call and put the phone away. 
 
   Standing up straight from where he’d been leaning, he flexed his chest, loosening muscles tightened by hours at his weight bench. After a habitual check of his 9mm Glock at his hip, he lifted his phone and typed a text. He had a man waiting in position to cut the power feed to the apartment. Once CK sent that text, his man would vanish and CK would show why he got paid the big bucks.
 
   Unlike the rest of these men, CK didn’t need help with one scrawny girl.
 
   He started moving slowly toward the only patio with drapes drawn over the glass doors.
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter 36
 
    
 
   Squatted down next to the kitchen counter, Angel tied her yellow shoelaces and prayed Trish would reach her friend Heidi, who she was calling on Zane’s landline.
 
   Come on, Heidi, be home. Angel enjoyed Trish, but Angel couldn’t leave until Trish did. 
 
   Patience. At least Trish had changed her mind about staying to “spend the day together” after Angel reminded her how busy holiday shopping traffic might be this weekend at Trish’s store. 
 
   Trish held the house phone to her ear for thirty seconds again before she hung up, grabbed her coffee mug, and plopped onto a barstool. “Heidi probably went to breakfast with someone. She loves Saturday brunch.”
 
   Angel smiled politely and hid her frustration. None of Angel’s problems were Trish’s fault, but it would be nice if Zane’s sister had somewhere to be. 
 
   Like at the gift shop. 
 
   Trish’s lack of concern over her business grated after listening to how much Zane wanted this to work for his sister. What Angel wouldn’t give to have a normal life where she ran her own business and no one wanted to kill her. 
 
   Zane had been right about one thing. His sister did not like to be alone.
 
   Each sibling thought they had the other figured out. Although Zane’s description of his sister as a social butterfly was fairly apt, she wasn’t sure why Trish painted her brother as mysterious. 
 
   Finished with her shoes, Angel stood and leaned a hip against the counter. “What did you mean when you called Zane a mystery man?”
 
   Trish shot up a conspiratorial eyebrow, then seemed to reconsider something and picked up a pen she’d been doodling with. She started drawing shapes on a scratch pad again. “He doesn’t like me to talk about his work.”
 
   “Why?” 
 
   Trish lifted a shoulder. “Beats me. He gets cranky when I ask how long he’s going to be out of town or what his schedule is, but he comes and goes all hours of the day and night.”
 
   Angel frowned at Trish’s roundabout answer. “That’s sort of expected of a charter pilot isn’t it? The nature of his particular business.”
 
   “Maybe,” Trish answered evasively. 
 
   Intrigued, Angel asked, “What do you mean?”
 
   Trish studied her mug. “When he started the charter business, it took off like crazy. He’s a great pilot, you know?”  
 
   Both women jumped when thunder boomed and rain started pounding outside. Trish lifted her head. “Wow, that’s really coming down.”
 
   Please, Trish, try to stay on topic. “Nasty out there. You were saying ... about Zane.”
 
   “Oh, yeah.” Trish returned to her mug, turning it round and round between her hands. “He’s fearless. He’ll fly in any kind of weather, when other pilots won’t. He’s not afraid to take risks.” 
 
   Angel couldn’t counter that with any intelligent argument since Zane had stuck his neck out to save her more than once. But she didn’t think that was what Trish alluded to and asked, “You’re worried about the hours Zane’s putting in?”
 
   Abandoning her mug, Trish seemed to calculate something before she raised her head to smile wryly at Angel. “He must think something of you or you wouldn’t be sleeping here. He never brings anyone here.”
 
   Oh. Angel’s silly heart smiled over hearing that until she reminded herself that Zane’s sister didn’t know how Angel had ended up here. Rather than correct Trish, Angel stuck with her plan to find out more about Zane the mystery man. “We’ve become friends and I’ve enjoyed flying with him. I worry about him, too.”
 
   Trish nodded as if that were the sign that she could share her deepest secrets with Angel. “A few months after he opened the charter business, he got more secretive about what he was doing and where he was flying. He won’t say who he’s flying for, and that’s when he told me I shouldn’t talk about his business.”  She squinted her eyes at Angel. “Usually I don’t. But...” She hesitated, then seemed to waver on her decision. 
 
   “I would never share anything about Zane,” Angel said, trying to tip that decision in her favor. 
 
   Trish had been sitting with her shoulders hunched forward, then all at once she relaxed as if a pressure valve in her neck had been released. “I wouldn’t talk to just anyone about him, but I’m worried he’s taking on some risky cargo, something that pays too good to refuse.”
 
   What? Angel hadn’t seen that one coming. Was Trish saying that Zane would carry illegal goods? Keeping her voice neutral as possible when her heart was thumping wildly, Angel asked, “What specifically makes you think that?”
 
   “Sometimes he takes off with hardly more than a goodbye and won’t talk about what he’s hauling – then he shows up anywhere from a couple of days to a week later.”
 
   Just like Zane had this morning.
 
   If his sister knew little about her brother’s activities, Angel knew even less about Zane Black. What if he did transport illegal shipments? That would mean he dealt with criminals.
 
   Lowlifes like Mason. 
 
   Was that what Zane had meant when he assured her he could help with her problem? That he knew people who could make a problem go away permanently? Or was her imagination going Hollywood, imagining ridiculous possibilities? 
 
   But Zane had flown out of that airport in Raleigh fully aware she’d stowed away with armed men chasing her. 
 
   He hadn’t been overly concerned about any of those issues. Most men – if they weren’t involved in dangerous or illegal work – would have been. 
 
   What about his offer to contact law enforcement? Had that been just to convince her he was aboveboard?
 
   What if federal agents were watching him? 
 
   They’d see her, too. 
 
   Was it her lot in life to become involved with men leading secret lives? Had she stepped right back into the fire? Her head hurt from so many conflicting thoughts. 
 
   Who was the real Zane Black?
 
   She sifted through everything she knew about Zane and could put her finger on a couple of odd coincidences, but nothing of significance. He had an edgy, dangerous side, but that could be attributed to his protective nature mixed with a military background. He watched over his sister, worked hard at whatever he did, and had shown Angel an unprecedented kindness.
 
   Her conscience took issue with the direction of her thinking.
 
   He’d told her that he couldn’t abide drugs, so he couldn’t be involved with drugs. How could she fault a man who’d opened his home to a woman he knew absolutely nothing about? His elusiveness about his schedule might be little more than reluctance to trust an alcoholic sister with sensitive business information.
 
   Angel felt she owed it to Zane to speak up on his behalf. She knew that Trish was completely loyal to Zane, but he wouldn’t want his sister worrying. “From what I’ve seen, he’s doing a great job of building Black Jack Airlines. Look at today. He’s flying on a holiday weekend.”
 
   “My point exactly. Who needs something flown at the last minute on a holiday weekend that’s not a medical emergency?” Trish shrugged again. Preoccupied with the squiggles and boxes she was drawing, she mumbled, “I don’t know. You have to be around for a while to see it the way I do, but it doesn’t matter. He’s the best man to ever come out of the Jackson bloodline. 
 
   “Jackson bloodline?” Angel queried. “Who’s that?”
 
   “Us.”  Trish slowly lowered her mug and stared. 
 
   “Are you saying Zane’s last name is not Black?”  Angel’s temple pounded. She waited to hear a simple explanation, that Black was a middle name or a nickname or Zane had changed his name. 
 
   “Ah, I see what happened.”  Trish visibly relaxed, then continued, “You misunderstood. The name of his company is Black Jack.”
 
   Angel hadn’t misunderstood. Zane had introduced himself as Zane Black. She remained silent while Trish mused in a curious tone. 
 
   “I suppose Jack is short for Jackson or maybe he named the business Black Jack because he’s always been good at cards. He never said why he named it that, but I didn’t ask.”  She took a sip from her mug and grinned, Zane’s grin. “Anyhow, now you know. Our last name is Jackson, but if you called him Zane Black in front of someone he wouldn’t have corrected you. He’s too nice to embarrass you.”
 
   Too nice or too sly. Which was the apt description?
 
   Angel fought the urge to pound on the counter top. 
 
   He’d misled her from the beginning. 
 
   Why would he use an alias last name? Her heart started beating double time. She began to understand why Trish interpreted her brother’s activities as mysterious.
 
   That’s because Trish would never make the leap to think of her brother as a true criminal. Not that Angel could blame her because she couldn’t think of Zane that way either. 
 
   She’d heard enough. Curiosity would serve no purpose but to waste time and right now it was time to go. The minute Angel pushed Trish out the door, she was gone, too.
 
   But she had to get Trish out of here first. Zane might have dark secrets, but he cared about his sister and had trusted Angel to make sure Trish was passed off safely to Heidi. 
 
   A whine from the laundry room announced the spin cycle on the washing machine. Trish had changed to fresh clothes from the ones stored in Zane’s closet, opting to wash the smelly ones from the night before while she waited on Heidi.
 
   Thunder rumbled, and rain didn’t sound as though it would let up anytime soon. 
 
   Snagging the receiver from the wall phone, Trish switched topics as she dialed with more vigor than before. “Heidi should be home with this crummy weather. Wish she’d left the answering machine on. I’d take the bus, but I left my pass somewhere.”
 
   If Heidi showed up soon, Angel might leave with them after all. First she’d have to come up with a viable reason for wanting to be taken to the beach and dropped near the marina. No one would believe she wanted to go for a run in this downpour. 
 
   She could barely hear herself think over the noise of the rain pounding the building.
 
   “Still can’t find her,” Trish complained, hanging up the phone. 
 
   Angel wished she had enough money to offer Trish bus fare, but she’d need every penny of her pitiful resources once she found the coins and left. 
 
   Thunder boomed loud enough to shake the windows this time. 
 
   Trish had walked over to the refrigerator and paused in opening the door. “Hear that wind? Sounds like the patio door is open.”
 
   “Can’t be. I closed it and locked it.”  Angel hadn’t put the metal bar in the slot that stopped the door from sliding open, but the security alarm was on and it was daytime. She’d secure everything in the apartment before she left. 
 
   The lights went out in the kitchen.
 
   Trish closed the refrigerator. “Crap. I hate the dark.”
 
   “Not a problem,” Angel said, getting up. “I saw some candles and matches in the living room. Sit tight and I’ll be right back.”
 
   Angel jumped from her stool and ran into the living room just as sheets of rain started blowing sideways outside. 
 
   She’d made two steps into the darkened room, barely lit by the dim daylight from the patio, when a black-clothed figure stepped through the open glass door. 
 
   Panic iced her insides. She couldn’t breathe, paralyzed by disbelief. 
 
   The intruder lifted cold, steel-gray eyes to hers. A face more evil than Mason’s stared at her from less than twenty feet away for only a second. 
 
   He moved forward faster than she’d imagined possible for anyone that huge.
 
   That triggered her fight or flight reaction. Angel streaked for the hallway, thinking she wouldn’t reach the front door and unlock it fast enough. He flew around the sofa, hard on her heels. A concrete hand shoved into Angel’s back, knocking her to the floor. She felt the blow in her ribs and rolled in pain, determined to keep moving.
 
   “Sugar, that’s some storm brew – ”  
 
   Trish’s words ended on a scream.
 
   The attacker had snatched Angel up by the hair. White hot pain daggered her skull when he wrenched around, cursing. Tears spilled from Angel’s eyes. She pushed up to her knees and yelled, “Run, Trish!”  
 
   He let go of her hair. 
 
   Trish screamed again. 
 
   Angel shot up as the giant turned on Trish.
 
   Face deathly white, and mouth and eyes stretched wide open in horror, Trish backed away on shaky steps. 
 
   When her attacker took a step toward Trish, Angel leaped up and landed on his back. She clutched at his face, gouging his eyes with her fingers. “Run, Trish, go, go, gooooo!”  
 
   The beast she rode snarled a vicious noise.
 
   As he bent forward, huge fingers locked on Angel’s forearms with a gorilla grip and snatched her over his head. She landed hard. Her back smashed against the floor between him and Trish. The blow knocked the air from her lungs. She wheezed, struggling for breath.
 
   The front door banged open in the distance. 
 
   Vision watery, Angel watched her attacker’s polished bald head snap up at the sound. 
 
   He raised a foot to step over her. 
 
   She bent a leg and shoved her foot up into his groin with everything she had. 
 
   He howled, “Fuuucckkk!” and fell to one knee. He made a sound like a wounded beast. 
 
   She rolled over, every move demanding air she couldn’t pull in. She struggled to her feet. 
 
   The door stood open. Thank God. 
 
   She lunged forward, and almost made it.
 
   He yanked her by the hair again. Her head snapped back, stars flashed in her vision. Could she hold him off long enough for Trish to get away? 
 
   He swung her around like a doll on a string and plowed a steel fist into her jaw. 
 
   Help! 
 
   Trish? 
 
   Zane? 
 
   Pain faded away. She sank into a black void.
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter 37
 
    
 
   Zane paced the waiting area inside the terminal at the regional airport he’d flown into. The stale smell of greasy fast food creeping out of the waste can in the corner irritated him, but not as much as this hold up. He should have received the High Vision shipment an hour ago. 
 
   Something had gone wrong.
 
   A paper glitch? Probably the damn storm. Computers could be down with this weather. 
 
   He’d made it out of Ft. Lauderdale ahead of the incoming squall ripping off the ocean, only to land in a wicked thunderstorm. A low pressure system he hoped would not turn into a hurricane. 
 
   But his gut was telling him the weather and computers weren’t to blame. He’d left one message for dispatch that hadn’t been returned yet. 
 
   Zane phoned his apartment again while he waited on Sammy to call and explain what was going on with the shipment. His home phone rang six, seven, eight times. 
 
   He jammed the off button. It was barely after eight in the morning. Where the hell were Angel and Trish? He hoped Angel hadn’t left the apartment. She’d promised to be careful. 
 
   What about those coins she was searching for? Was she at the marina, going through his boat now? 
 
   His phone lit up with a text. He thumbed the button for the display and read: High Vision will no longer need your services. 
 
   What the hell? He punched the numbers for the dispatcher. When Sammy answered, Zane demanded, “What’s going on? I flew through a tropical depression to be here on time. No one’s shown with the shipment.”
 
   “You should have received a text.”
 
   “I got some bullshit message about not needing my services. What’s with that?”
 
   “I don’t know. I only coordinate shipments.”
 
   “Oh, come on, Sammy. I’ve been working with you for months. I’ve gone above and beyond. Tell me something, dammit.”
 
   Sammy’s low grumble came through the lines. “Okay, but I’m not at liberty to say much and even if I could, I don’t know squat. From what I hear, local authorities and harbor patrol are all over the ship and our containers.”
 
   What. The. Hell? Wouldn’t Ben and Vance know about this? Zane wasn’t hanging up without clarification on not needing his services. 
 
   Just today or not anymore?
 
   Sammy cut into his thoughts. “I hear the front blowing into Miami is picking up steam. You may want to get rolling or find somewhere to hole up overnight. From the weather report I got, I doubt anyone can fly back in this mess.”
 
   Zane didn’t want a weather report and knew when he was getting blown off. “Is High Vision cutting me loose?”
 
   The silence that answered Zane churned the nausea building in his gut. 
 
   Sammy finally said, “All I know is High Vision goes apeshit over anything like this. There’ll be an internal investigation and only a few people even knew about this shipment today. Shit runs downhill and right now you’re at the low end of the pipeline. Don’t call the office. If they want anything, they’ll call you.”
 
   In other words, yes, you are cut loose, Zane. 
 
   Shit! He pulled back his foot to kick the cheap wall paneling and stopped before he destroyed someone else’s property. “Gotta go,” Sammy said and the line died.
 
   Zane pulled the phone away and stared at it. All his hard work, all the insane flying and sacrifices he’d made to get this contract just did a nosedive into the sewer. 
 
   He clutched his forehead, trying to hold back the headache wanting to explode. What the hell had happened? Fuck it. He was not staying here another minute. 
 
   Screw the weather.
 
   He headed for his airplane. His cell phone rang. The ID was his home phone number. Maybe Trish was still asleep and Angel had been in the shower. 
 
   Relief took the edge off his frustration, but he still couldn’t help his rough tone. “Angel?”
 
   “No, it’s Heidi. I’m at your apartment. We’ve got a problem.”  Her frantic voice made that clear. 
 
   “Why? What’s wrong?”  Fear hammered his chest, his mind jumping to every bad scenario possible. 
 
   “When I got here, your front door was wide open and nobody’s here.”
 
   “Nobody?” he shouted. He hadn’t considered that scenario.
 
   “No. I forgot to leave the answering machine on. I don’t know where Trish is, but she said she’d lost her bus pass last night.”  Heidi’s normally high-pitched, calm voice reached the squeaky stage when she got upset. “Your front door and patio doors were wide open.”
 
   “Listen to me, Heidi.” He started running to his Titan. “I’m on my way back from Jacksonville right now. Get out of the apartment.”
 
   “Do you want me to call the police?”
 
   “No.”  He didn’t want anyone there until he’d had a chance to check it out himself before anyone contaminated the scene. The police might not agree, but they would only look at it like a break-in at this point. They wouldn’t go after Trish or Angel for twenty-four hours. 
 
   Heidi argued, “I don’t want to leave in case Trish comes back. I’m worried about her.”
 
   “I am, too, but until I get there and figure out what happened, I don’t want you in the apartment. It might not be safe. If you want to wait, stay in your car. Leave immediately if anyone strange shows up. Got it?”  
 
   “Okay. I’ll wait outside until you get here.”
 
   His worst nightmare had come to life.
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter 38
 
    
 
   Air. Angel needed air. Her chest wouldn’t expand for a simple breath. She was going to suffocate.
 
   She could hear a deep rumbling noise. Thunder. Her clothes hung heavy on her body, soaked. She opened one eye. 
 
   Black pavement shined under a veil of water. She faced down, but she was moving. Raindrops beat across her back. Water ran around her neck, across her throbbing face and into her eyes. Hair hung around her face, slapping her outstretched arms as she bounced. 
 
   Someone had an arm hooked around her legs, carrying her fireman style across his shoulder. She pushed against the rock-hard back, desperate to give her chest room for air.
 
   “Be still.”  The rough order left no room for argument. 
 
   “I ... can’t ... breath.”  She squeezed the words past her sore jaw. 
 
   He shoved her higher on his shoulder as if she were nothing more than a child. She pulled in a deep breath. Her head throbbed, nausea threatened. 
 
   Everything started coming back to her. The black-clothed figure standing inside Zane’s patio doors. The intruder attacked her ... in the apartment. 
 
   With Trish. Did Zane’s sister get away? 
 
   Please, God, don’t let Trish be hurt. That would kill Zane.
 
   The thought of Zane brought tears to her eyes. She was beyond miserable physically, but now the emotional torture of never seeing him again set in. That’s what she got for letting her guard down, getting comfortable. 
 
   Opening her heart to a man.
 
   The bouncing stopped. Keys jingled. Then a car door opened. He slid her down in front of him, picked her up, and pitched her onto the backseat of a huge sport utility. What was it about thugs and big, dark SUVs? 
 
    Guess a white minivan just didn’t get the job done when it came to the fear factor. 
 
   She tried to push herself up on her elbows. 
 
   Either he moved with amazing speed or she was sluggish from the battering. Frigid gray eyes hovered over her. His noxious cologne and sweaty masculine odor accosted her. 
 
   A black gun handle protruded from the waistband of his pants. 
 
   With his left hand, he reached over the seat into the rear cargo area. 
 
   She breathed in shallow pants, anxious at what he’d do next. 
 
   Fighting him would only get her injured worse, but he’d think he had a crazed animal in this car if he tried to rape her.
 
   He glanced at the rear area, his arm moving as though he had opened something. When his gaze sliced to her again, a nasty smile spread across his face.
 
   Goose bumps pebbled along her arms.
 
   Shifting his body support to his knees, he slid his right hand across the front of her shirt. 
 
   She sank backwards deep into the seat, moving away from his touch. He squeezed one breast as if to gauge her cup size then moved his hand under her neck. 
 
   Waiting to see if he would do worse than grope her, she shivered in revulsion. 
 
   He misunderstood her reaction. 
 
   “That’s better. I like my women more agreeable than you were earlier.”  
 
   His coarse voice drove terror through her. Her mind shifted from fear of Mason to a new threat. Maybe this man had no connection to Mason. There were hundreds of mega-sized sport utility vehicles in the country. Maybe he was just a sexual predator. 
 
   Just a sexual predator? 
 
   She’d spent too much time around Mason to downgrade a deviant like this one. 
 
   Her fear climbed higher every second he hovered over her. The giant had her pinned to the seat. Fighting a bulldozer would be easier. Muscles bulged in his left arm as he raised his hand from the cargo area behind the seat.
 
   Waves of panic shot through her. All the survival training in the world wouldn’t save her from this creep. 
 
   Angel sucked in a breath and opened her mouth to scream for help.
 
   He slapped a damp cloth over her face, forcing her to breathe deeply of the acrid smell. 
 
   She flinched, then everything went black again.
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter 39
 
    
 
   Zane slammed on brakes in front of his apartment. He’d battled weather all the way back, but he couldn’t attribute sweaty palms to the vicious weather he’d confronted. Flying into a tropical depression didn’t compare with the sick fear something had happened to both Angel and his sister.
 
   Heidi’s ancient, lime-green Volkswagen bug sat in the lot. Empty. 
 
   Damn. Couldn’t at least one woman he knew follow directions? 
 
   Rain soaked his shirt by the time he’d raced around the corner and flung open his unlocked front door.
 
   Heidi jumped up from the sofa, her spiked hair wilder than normal. “Am I ever glad to see you,” she declared.
 
   “You shouldn’t have waited in here, Heidi. It wasn’t safe.”
 
   “But, Zane – ”
 
   “I don’t even know what happened to them. You could have been hurt,” he blazed on.
 
   “But, Zane, you don’t understand – ”
 
   “Yes, I do.”
 
   “No you don’t, Sugar.”
 
   Zane spun to his left. A pale Trish emerged from the bathroom, tears streaming down her face. 
 
   She ran to him. Zane clutched her shaking frame. Thank God she was safe.
 
   Trish sobbed against his chest, oblivious to his wet clothes.
 
   “Are you okay, honey? Are you hurt?” he asked, his voice strained.
 
   “I’m okay.”  She hiccupped between sobs. “It’s Angel.”
 
   “What happened?”  He hadn’t meant to snap, but worry for Angel now took front and center. 
 
   “I’m so sorry,” Trish wailed. “I couldn’t help her. I tried, but I didn’t know what to do. I just stood there until she told me to run.”  Another sob escaped.
 
   He clenched his teeth to keep from shouting. The more anxious Trish became the less coherent she’d be, and he needed all the information he could get right now.
 
   Zane coaxed her, “It’s okay. Just calm down and tell me what happened.”
 
   She sniffled and cleared her throat. “We were in the kitchen and the power went out so Angel went into the living room to get candles, but she didn’t come back. So I went out there and some guy was in the apartment. Could have wrestled on TV. He’d knocked her down. I screamed ... he turned around and I froze.” Her eyes welled up with tears again. “I’m so sorry.”
 
   Zane’s nerves were being dragged through a field of razor blades each second he waited on Trish to tell him everything. Did Angel lie hurt in a hospital somewhere? He took a deep breath to keep from shouting and pushed his sister for more. 
 
   “Okay, take it easy, but tell me what happened to her.”  
 
   Trish raised pained eyes to him. “He came after me, but Angel jumped on his back and screamed at me to run.”  Her voice dropped to a whisper. “So I did. I ran way down to the end of the complex, scared out of my mind. I hid behind some bushes by one of the buildings. I was crying, trying to figure out what to do.”  
 
   “What else?”  Zane silently pleaded for Trish to get it all out. 
 
   She sniffled. “I wanted to come back here and check on Angel and I thought maybe I could get his tag number.”
 
   Patience was paying off, but at the cost of his sanity. Chinese water torture would be easier than waiting for Trish to tell him where the hell Angel had gone. “So you got a tag number?”
 
   Trish shook her head. “I came back to help Angel and found Heidi.”  Tears poured out of her swollen eyes. “Angel’s gone and I can’t tell you where.”
 
   He wanted to say it was okay, that he would get her back because he had a tracking device in Angel’s sneaker. 
 
   But finding the chip didn’t mean Angel would be alive when he got to it.
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter 40
 
    
 
   Pain drove nails through Angel’s head. That jerked her from a dark fog. Her first tick of consciousness brought with it a chill that shook the length of her body. 
 
   Where was she?
 
   She blinked to clear the cobwebs from her brain. A dank, oily odor overpowered her. With another blink, her vision began to clear. 
 
    Way up, maybe twenty feet from where she was lying on her back, flashes of light backlit a row of dingy windows near the top of a rusting metal wall. Cold seeped through her bones. Wet clothes clung to her clammy skin. 
 
   When she slid her elbows to push her head and shoulders up, the room spun. A sharp pain stabbed her side. She swallowed hard to settle her roiling stomach. Barefoot pygmies had tromped through her mouth leaving a nasty taste and a dusty trail. 
 
   Very slowly, to control the dizziness, Angel shifted her head around, surveying the room. A tall overhead garage door stood on one end of the fifty-foot-long room. Wires hung loose from a panel next to the door as if someone had ripped the control box from the wall. Her eyes trailed down to a silver padlock the size of her palm that had been threaded through a shiny new hasp at the bottom of the door. 
 
   No exit there.
 
   She scanned the next wall, opposite the windows. This one was a short interior wall, but still close to fifteen feet. It must separate the room she was in from another area. A pigeon landed on the top ledge of the wall and cooed. Several holes large enough to drop a chair through yawned across the ragged metal roof. Water pooled on the floor from past rain showers. At least it wasn’t raining now.
 
   Dreading the dizziness, Angel forced herself to turn further to check out the last barrier of her prison.
 
   An oil-stained floor spanned the distance between her and a standard office door. The building appeared to have been a commercial truck garage long ago. 
 
   Other than a five-gallon plastic bucket next to an office-type door, the room was void of any furnishings.
 
   She should go check the door, but common sense, fickle animal that it was, came to her aid. Sometimes common sense told her to do something she’d really rather not. Other times, like now, it convinced her to sit still since she felt sick as the devil and that door was very likely locked. And, even if it wasn’t, there was a good chance someone guarded the other side.
 
   Sliding back down to a horizontal position, she tried to use mind over matter to will her body to stop hurting, but a full night’s sleep and an ice pack would do more good.
 
   She massaged her forehead and worked to recall what had happened. Blurry images of running through the apartment and being knocked to her knees were the first things she remembered. Most details were vague, but not the chilling gray eyes belonging to a behemoth of a man. 
 
   What had he done? She took a quick mental inventory of her body. Of all the pain coursing through her, none indicated she’d been sexually attacked. 
 
   Yet. 
 
   An attacker with restraint? Morals? Her mind rambled back to the apartment and Trish stepping into the room. She’d yelled at Trish to run.
 
   The fact that Trish was not here with her should indicate she’d gotten away. Or, had the man left Angel alone because he’d attacked Trish? 
 
   Her stomach flopped again. Had Zane’s sister been hurt or worse? Guilt pushed through her physical misery. She’d brought this danger into Zane’s home. What a way to repay his generosity.
 
   If he returned to find Trish hurt he’d never regret anything more in his life than the night Angel had stowed away on his airplane.
 
   She sucked in a breath, rolled over, and eased into a sitting position, then slapped a hand over her mouth in a feeble attempt to stop the coffee she’d drunk that morning from showing up again.
 
   Her head pounded in complaint over the thirty-inch change in altitude. Little by little, stars chasing around in front of her eyes disappeared. Her watch was missing, along with one of her shoes. How long had she been there? 
 
   Prepared for the ache in her side, she struggled to a standing position. The room listed to one side, then righted.
 
   Careful not to make a noise, she tiptoed across the room. She pressed her ear against the scarred door, but her gaze traveled down to the five-gallon bucket half-filled with sand. A roll of paper towels sat beside it. 
 
   Her litter box?
 
   Muffled voices came through. 
 
   She recognized the first one as belonging to the man who’d caught her. 
 
   “ – me back a double burger, two fries and a big Coke. Make that two double burgers. I worked up an appetite dragging that bitch here.”
 
   “How long we staying, CK?” came from a second nasally voice.
 
   “Until ML gets here. Says he’ll deal with her himself.”
 
   So her attacker was called CK. What could that stand for?
 
   “What about the storm? How’s ML going to get here if the airport shuts down?” the whiny one asked.
 
   “He’ll get here. It may take a little longer, but he’s coming. Don’t doubt it. The man wants her bad,” CK said. 
 
   Angel couldn’t come up with anyone she’d met whose initials were CK, but ML had to be Mason Lorde. 
 
   Through the door, she heard high-pitched laughter fade with footsteps. CK must have stayed to guard her.
 
   She knew exactly what Mason meant by dealing with her himself. He’d physically punish her until she gave him the location of the coins. 
 
   Then he’d finish her off.
 
   How could she tell Mason where the coins were if she didn’t know? The only person who knew was Zane, but she refused to inflict any more pain on him or Trish. She would not sacrifice Zane for her own safety. 
 
   Angel steeled herself for what was to come.
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter 41
 
    
 
   Zane closed the door behind Heidi and Trish, feeling bad over rushing them out, but he had to go after Angel. Once more, he was thankful for Heidi’s friendship with his sister. Trish had been so distraught over Angel she almost wouldn’t leave. 
 
   His sister had always appeared unconcerned about the world around her, at least to him, but she’d been ready to ride shotgun with him to get Angel back. In that instant, Zane realized he’d severely underestimated Trish’s resilience. 
 
   Angel had tried to point out Trish’s strength to him. 
 
   He’d assured Trish that Angel meant a lot to him, too, and he wasn’t coming back without her. 
 
   Now that he had the coins, he knew what someone wanted from her. The coins had to be stolen. Coins like that didn’t float around without security. 
 
   Who was the thief and who was the rightful owner?
 
   Worry about that once you get Angel back. He’d noticed her jeans and white shirt folded on top of the dryer. She should be easy to spot in her yellow running clothes.
 
   Zane carried Ben’s electronic tablet out to the truck. He’d booted it up inside and by the time he’d backed out of the parking space, the device had located a signal for the GPS tracking chip hidden in Angel’s shoe. 
 
   Ben claimed there were still a few bugs in the software that translated the chip’s signal. Zane just hoped the little prototype in Angel’s shoe didn’t die on him. 
 
   He zoomed the screen on the tablet, bringing up the map of an industrial area in an old section south of Miami. A thirty-minute drive, depending on traffic. He’d never wanted to be a helicopter pilot, until now. 
 
   How had Angel gotten so deep inside his world in such a short time? 
 
   Didn’t know. Didn’t care. Just wanted her back. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter 42
 
    
 
   Mason carried a single bag across the tarmac to the flight he’d chartered. Blue skies wouldn’t last past north Florida based upon the weather report his pilot had shared, but Mason had gotten another call from Czarion. The prick asked if Mason intended to let a little storm prevent him from saving his operation from obliteration and reminded him not to try to move his private inventory until he delivered the coins.
 
   Right behind CK’s report that he had Angelina but no coins, Czarion had called. Mason had used his backup cell phone to communicate with CK.
 
   Czarion had called on that phone. 
 
   A number nobody should have who hadn’t received it personally from Mason. The prick just kept on needling him.
 
   Sweeping every room in the compound had not turned up a bug. As soon as Mason got this handled, he would find out who Czarion was and who within his operation was snitching to the guy. If Angelina told Mason where the coins were right away, she’d be in shape to make the trip home to Raleigh in a day or so. If not, well, he might give her to CK once he’d taken what he wanted.
 
   His cell phone rang just as he reached the Lear jet. “Lorde.”
 
   “CK here. You still flying in to Miami today with this weather?”
 
   “With enough money, there’s always someone who will fly. I’ll be there tonight. Don’t let her out of your sight,” Mason warned.
 
   “She can’t get out. You want her fed?”
 
   “No. She’ll be more pliable if she’s hungry. I should arrive by ten o’clock. Have someone waiting for me,” Mason ordered, then gave CK his flight time and where he wanted a man to meet him in the main terminal. 
 
   “Got it. She’s awake. Think she’d like a little activity to keep from getting bored?”  
 
   Mason started to bark an order at CK to keep his hands off of Angelina, but changed his mind. Her fault he had to go through all this trouble to get the coins back only to give them up. He warned CK, “You know what I expect to find when I arrive.”
 
   “Yes, I do.”  The chuckle that followed had a feral edge. Then the line disconnected. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter 43
 
    
 
   Zane zigzagged his way south on I-95 from Ft. Lauderdale to the target point indicated by the tracking program. He’d assumed Angel was in a fixed location until the transmitter began to move. Too fast to be Angel on foot, even with her running ability. She was being transported in a vehicle.
 
   Constant glances at the tablet confirmed the vehicle was headed for the interstate.  
 
   When the directional blip reached I-95, it turned north. 
 
   Cutting through traffic and flooring his accelerator every chance he got, Zane tried to close the twelve-mile gap without pricking the attention of the highway patrol. A screaming red truck made an easy target for ticket writers, and he didn’t have the time to show his identification and answer questions. When the vehicle he tracked turned off of I-95 to I-195 east, he had a good idea where she was headed and wished he was wrong.
 
   Miami International Airport.
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter 44
 
    
 
   Angel sat at the farthest point from the office door. She’d been over every inch of the room. Unless she grew wings, she had no way out. 
 
   If it didn’t stop raining soon, her skin would wrinkle worse than a prune. The storm bellowed outside. Water poured through the gaping holes in the ceiling. The floor thankfully sloped to a center drain or she’d have been without the one dry corner she’d found in her cave-like room. 
 
   Mason was coming.
 
   To deal with her. 
 
   Her hands trembled. She prayed for strength not to give up Zane’s name – no matter what Mason did. She had to convince them that she’d tricked Zane into letting her stay at his apartment. That he knew nothing. 
 
   Light glowed from under the office door. 
 
   No one had been in this leaking room since she’d awakened to see if she was still there. They might have a peephole, but it wouldn’t make any difference. They knew, as well as she did, there was no way out that didn’t involve her guards.
 
   As if someone had heard her wandering thoughts, the office door opened.
 
   CK loomed in the opening.
 
   “You’re up.”  He started forward. “’Bout time. Thought you were gonna sleep all day. Where’s the fun in that?”  His sinister voice reverberated through the vacant room.
 
   “Cat got your tongue?” he taunted, ambling towards her, a black silhouette against the bright room behind him.
 
   She hunched down in the corner, considered trying to run past him, but experience had taught her better. He’d been amazingly fast for his massive bulk. She’d just hurt herself worse. Better to save all her strength to endure Mason.
 
   CK squatted down in front of her and said softly, “Been trying to think of how to repay you for the kick in the nuts.”
 
   She flinched at the memory. No man took that move well. What would he do in retaliation?
 
   With a flick of his hand, he ripped her pale yellow shirt down the front, leaving her dressed in the jog bra and shorts. She braced for his next move, but instead of tearing more clothes he wrapped his hand around the back of her neck, wrenched her forward. 
 
   Bile rose in her throat when she realized he wanted to kiss her. She forced her hands not to claw at him, yet. Not until he wanted more. It would take every ounce of strength she had to fight him off if he tried to rape her and she didn’t honestly believe she’d win.
 
   He closed his mouth over hers. 
 
   Her stomach revolted at the combined odor of hamburger and sour breath. When he ended the kiss, he rocked back on his heels letting his rough palm trail over her damp hair. 
 
   Her sharp breaths echoed the fear riding up her throat. His touch moved down her chest to the jog bra.
 
   She trembled in terror. He wrapped thick fingers around her right breast and squeezed. She jerked in disgust and pain, tears burning her eyes, but refused to make a sound. 
 
   He released her breast. “I know ML better than most. When he’s finished, you’ll get a chance to make it up to me. If you give him whatever you took, I’ll make sure he doesn’t kill you.”
 
   Agile as a gymnast, he rose to his feet and turned. The glow from the office rimmed him in backlight and illuminated half of his face.
 
   Like a glowing Satan.
 
   Angel let out a pent up breath as a fate worse than Mason walked out of the room. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter 45
 
    
 
   Early evening settled over the city under a blanket of ominous clouds. Zane wheeled his truck into the covered parking garage at Miami International Airport minutes behind the vehicle he’d been tracking. He pulled into the first open space, ready to track the transmitter on foot now that it appeared to be stationary.
 
   Carrying the tablet with the tracking receiver concealed in a magazine, he followed the signal until it indicated he’d reached the target. In the far, outer region of the crowded garage sat a black Land Rover still dripping from the rain. 
 
   Zane waited until he was reasonably sure no one remained in the vehicle, then strolled forward casually, scouting the area each step. With a building sense of dread, he sidled around the far side of the SUV and glanced inside. 
 
   No bodies were visible. 
 
   That was a plus. A soft drink can was lodged in the drink holder between the front seats, but other than that the interior appeared spotless. When he moved toward the rear to check the cargo area, a flash of yellow in the back seat caused him to do a double take.
 
   Angel’s running shoe sat on the floor. 
 
   He’d been tracking her shoe, not her. His heart sank. 
 
   So where was she? After a quick perusal of the empty rear cargo, he made a mental note of the tag number and the gold triangle logo on the side. What was Lorde Industries?
 
   Zane returned to his truck where he punched the screen on the tablet to take the tracking program back to the last fixed position before the blip had started moving toward the airport. 
 
   When he reached that location, Angel had better be there.
 
   If not, what then?
 
   After the fiasco with High Vision, could he still call Ben for help? His best friend would be there for him for sure, but maybe not the agency. 
 
   Ben was a last resort option.
 
   Zane wouldn’t take any chance of putting Ben’s job at risk or pull him away from his wife right now. 
 
   He threw the truck into gear and jockeyed his way out of the thick airport traffic. Playing “what if” wasted energy and time. He had to find her. Period.
 
   And he would.
 
   The minute Ben called, Zane would have his friend search Lorde Industries. 
 
   Dodging in and out of showers through congested roadways transformed the drive back to I-95 from arduous to excruciating. At the exit for an industrial district, he turned south to Kendall, an older area just below Miami. Four miles west of the interstate, he entered a commercial zone and slowed to cruise through industrial parks inundated with mammoth buildings. 
 
   Tractor-trailer rigs were backed up to loading docks on several properties, but little activity stirred at eight-thirty on a holiday weekend night. He circled and crossed over railroad tracks, then hung an immediate left down an access road. Dilapidated buildings with real estate signs offering the properties for sale or lease were scattered from one street to the next. 
 
   His truck crawled along the dark corridor. 
 
   The original tracking signal had come from here, but when he enlarged the map to pinpoint the exact spot, the signal blinked and jumped. Maybe one of the bugs Ben had talked about. Zane squinted to see through sheets of rain, on the verge of deciding to cover the area on foot if he had to, when a cat ran across the street in front of him. He slammed on his brakes. 
 
   His gaze followed the feline’s path as the tabby scampered off to his right. 
 
   At the end of a vacant alley, a bright glow flickered from a tall street lamp and reflected off of something shiny. He flipped open his console and dug out a set of infrared night-vision binoculars. 
 
   A vehicle came into focus. Not a vacant alley after all.
 
   He pulled forward a foot or two for a better angle. It was a Land Rover. Just like the one in the airport garage.
 
   Coincidence? His gut said no.
 
   He just hoped Angel was there, and alive.
 
   First he had to hide his flashy truck, and was suddenly not as thrilled about the color as the day he’d picked it out. No time to get another vehicle now. And he needed to locate a second access to the building other than the alley. He wove his way through the bleak commercial area. An offshoot railroad track from the main line ran through a clearing in the trees. The track appeared to run alongside the building. 
 
   He backed the truck off of the shoulder, positioning it behind a clump of grown-up scrub alongside the track. Not great, but not in easy view of the road unless you were looking. If Angel was in that building, the chances of going through a door were slim. He’d seen some high windows. He’d take what he needed to recon the area and gain access if he could find a way in. 
 
   Zane set his phone on vibrate, shoved his Sig into a holster that clipped inside the waistband of his jeans, and fit it against his hip. He threw a poncho on and shoved his hands into a pair of leather work gloves. 
 
   Now would be a good time to have the thermal imaging system he’d used in his fighter plane. Even a small night vision monocular would be a great substitute, but he didn’t have that either. The binoculars would work, but would be in the way if he had to climb. He’d do without.
 
   He was just thankful he’d had Ben’s tracking device. 
 
   Lightning ripped across the black skies and rain continued in a steady downpour. He reached in the back seat for the roll of anchor rope and wound about fifty feet into a loop, hanging the pile over his shoulder. 
 
   Using the tight beam of his LED flashlight, he jogged down the track, then flipped the beam off as he neared the sport utility.  
 
   On close inspection, the Land Rover was branded with a gold triangle logo identical to the one from the airport. He picked his way around the tall metal structure, stumbling through a minefield of piled buckets, weeds, and scattered boards. Rain drummed against every hard object in its way, camouflaging any unintentional noise.
 
   Most tall warehouses had a ladder for accessing the roof, but as he rounded the last side, checking out the building, this one proved him wrong. 
 
   He felt his way around toward the front. 
 
   When his hand plowed through a web of thick vines and caught on a metal rung, he expelled a sigh of relief. Vines wrapped the ladder and covered the wall as high as he could reach. With no idea if the metal was rusted to pieces or still strong, he tentatively placed his weight on each step. Once he stood on the roof, shafts of light shone upward through small holes in the ceiling. 
 
   The only illuminated room was near the front quarter of the structure.
 
   Lightning flashed and exposed gaping holes in the roof where water funneled into the building. 
 
   He switched on his small flashlight to hunt the center beam at the pitch of the roof rather than risk crashing through a weak area. Once there, he navigated to the light source.
 
   He knelt down and crawled close enough to peer into a bright opening. 
 
   One of the largest men Zane had ever seen sat reclined in a chair with his tree-trunk legs propped on a crate. His meaty fingers tapped a rhythm to hard rock music vibrating out of a boom box. What had Trish said? Angel’s attacker could be a professional wrestler. 
 
   If Angel was here, Zane would have to get her without tangling with this brute, or he’d be forced to use his weapon. He had to squint into the opening and move around without stopping the roof leak while he searched the room’s layout.
 
   There were two doorways in the small room. One exited the building and the other accessed another room. Zane shined his light over the roof to what should be the next room. Water streamed into the pitch-black hole through two ragged openings in the tin. 
 
   He crawled to the edge of a hole as wide as his overstuffed chair. He couldn’t see a thing inside until lightning fingered across the sky, turning the dark night to daylight for several seconds. 
 
   During the momentary brilliance, a dash of yellow brightened one corner.
 
   He’d found Angel. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter 46
 
    
 
   CK’s phone vibrated against his hip. He turned down the music, but still had to click up the receiver volume to hear over the downpour pounding the metal roof. 
 
   “Speak.”
 
   “This is Joe. The plane just landed. I’ll let you know when I have ML and we’re on the way. Shouldn’t be more than thirty minutes.”
 
   “I’ll be here.”  CK thumbed the phone off and cranked up the music. 
 
   His leggy captive should be primed for Mason after today. Mason wanted her pliable. Last time he’d seen her, she was close to being putty. Wouldn’t take much more to have her begging.
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter 47
 
    
 
   Angel shivered hard. She tucked herself into a tighter ball on the damp floor. Rain clattered down on the building. The racket echoed through the room, sounding as though a thousand nails showered against the metallic surface. Something furry bumped her hand. 
 
   She went from exhausted to terrified in less than three seconds. A rat? She wobbled to her feet, ready to flee if the animal jumped on her. 
 
   Lightning exploded outside, sending a flash of light charging through the wide hole in the ceiling. 
 
   A figure appeared in the center of the room. Was the giant sneaking up on her? Mason would be next. 
 
   She couldn’t take any more. Fear snapped her control. 
 
   Angel ran in the direction of the door, praying he’d left it unlocked when he came into the room. Halfway across the room, she was snatched off of her feet. 
 
   “Noo...” died in her throat when a hand clamped over her mouth. Strain and fear had taken a toll. She made one puny attempt to struggle against the rock hard body and knew she couldn’t defeat his strength. 
 
   She crumbled emotionally. Tears gushed down the sides of her face. Her knees gave way. 
 
   Before she could fall to the ground, the hand covering her mouth slid away and two strong arms wrapped around her chest to support her. She heard, “Shhh. It’s me, Zane.”  
 
   That was the last straw. Her mind had snapped if she actually thought Zane would materialize out of thin air.
 
   Unable to stop, she cried in broken sobs smothered by the deafening rain. She felt herself shifted around until she cried against a broad chest. Long fingers on one hand supported her around the waist as another began stroking up and down her back. 
 
   Her phantom kissed her forehead and whispered next to her ear. “Shhh, baby, it’s okay. I’m going to get you out of here.”  
 
   Zane was so very warm, even if he were a hallucination. She wanted to climb inside his heat. A shudder racked her body and he tucked her closer. 
 
   “Honey, don’t cry. I swear I’ll get you out of here.”
 
   A hand cupped her chin, lifting it. Warm lips she recognized kissed her gently. He was no hallucination. 
 
   Nothing had ever felt as real as Zane. 
 
   Finally, she quieted and ran a hand over Zane’s face. “It is you,” she said, her voice full of awe. 
 
   “Are you hurt, honey?”
 
   The concern in his voice soothed her. 
 
   “I’m okay n-now that you’re here.”  She remembered the giant nearby and whispered, “We have to get out. How’d you get in here?” 
 
   His hot breath flowed over her ear when he spoke. “We’re going out through the roof. You ready?”
 
   The roof? 
 
   If he said so, she would do it. She nodded then realized he couldn’t see her and said, “I’m ready.”
 
   Zane’s arms fell away. Her body mourned the loss. He whispered, “I’m pulling a poncho over your head. Don’t panic.”  When he had the poncho on her, he took her hand and led her to the wall with the windows.
 
   “Do you know how to climb a rope and walk your feet up the wall?” he asked quietly.
 
   She’d done that plenty of times in her training classes. “Yes.”
 
   “You go first, I’ll be right behind you. When you get on the roof, don’t move until I’m up there.”
 
   “Okay,” she whispered and grabbed the rope to start up. At the sharp pain in her side, she sucked in air and hesitated.
 
   “What’s wrong?” he asked.
 
   Angel gritted her teeth. She could do this. Adrenaline kicked in. “Nothing. Let’s go.”
 
   Hand over hand, her moves painfully slow, she made it to the roof while rain pelted her face. She struggled over the edge until she was on her hands and knees, waiting.
 
   Zane popped up right behind her. 
 
   Water ran over the top of her shoeless foot from the flood rushing across the corrugated roof. He handed her the flashlight then pulled the rope up in loops and slung it over his shoulder. With his hands on her shoulders, he bent down close to her ear. 
 
   “Hold my belt and walk in my tracks as close as you can.”  Before letting go he brushed her lips with his. “Hang in there just a little longer and we’ll be out of here.”
 
   Reaching zombie state, she nodded, but he must have caught her movement. He gave her a little squeeze then hooked her hand through his belt and took the flashlight. She slipped twice on the slick metal as they scooted across the roof and down the ladder. 
 
   ~*~
 
   Zane could feel Angel’s fear and heard her soft whimper more than once, enough to know she was in pain, but they couldn’t stop yet. He towed her through the thick weeds. When he neared the entrance to the building, headlights from the alley shot crossways in front of them. He hauled her up between him and the building. 
 
   That way he could see who arrived without being spotted.
 
   Another sport utility swung around the first one to park.
 
   The driver stepped from the vehicle and raced around to open the passenger door. When a statuesque blond male stepped out of the new vehicle, Angel stiffened against Zane. Was that the bastard who’d hurt her? 
 
   Zane spoke very low. “Do you know him?”
 
   She hesitated then nodded under his chin. 
 
   The two men moved out of view then a door banged shut. 
 
   “Let’s go.” Zane dragged her quickly through the thicket. At the Land Rover, he made her squat down next to one of the vehicles, telling her not to move. With a knife from his boot, he slashed the tires, moved to the second vehicle and did the same, then shoved the knife back in place and grabbed her hand, taking off again.
 
   They rushed along the tracks in a jog, slower than they’d go if she weren’t minus one shoe. Zane needed two or three more minutes to get Angel to the truck. They’d made it a third of the way there when shouts erupted behind them. 
 
   High-powered searchlights beamed frantically, scouring the ground outside the building.
 
   Zane jerked Angel to a stop. “Take the flashlight and keep it pointed the way we were running. Go to where the tracks meet the street. My truck is there. Stay out of sight when you get there. I’ll be right behind you.”
 
   “No. I – ”
 
   “Arguing will get us both killed. Do as I say,” Zane ordered, whipping out his weapon.
 
   A beam of light shined down the tracks, picking them up.
 
   “Now!”  Zane shoved the light into her hands. 
 
   She stumbled away.
 
   A zing sounded on the tracks just short of where he stood. He fired two shots, then sprinted down the tracks behind Angel and the bobbing flashlight.
 
   Shots rang out, landing all around him. He tripped once, caught his balance and fired back, this time lower. 
 
   One high beam disappeared.
 
   At the truck, he threw the rope in the back. Angel dove in on the passenger side. He cranked the engine and spun the wheels over the loose, muddy ground, tearing onto the dark road with his headlights off. A shot pinged off the body of the truck. He shoved Angel’s head to her knees. 
 
   “Stay down.”  He wove through turns and side streets until he felt sure nobody could have followed on foot, then headed for the I-95 and turned north to Ft. Lauderdale. 
 
   Then where? This group knew his apartment. They probably had his Titan under surveillance.
 
   While keeping his eyes on the road and rearview mirror, he removed his hand from Angel’s back then used his arm to lift her up to a sitting position.  
 
   One look at Angel worried him. 
 
   She hadn’t taken the poncho off and still shivered violently, even with the heater blowing. He reached over and ran the back of his hand across her cheek. She turned a deathly white face to him, her eyes glazed with shock.
 
   Zane had to find a secure location soon. No one appeared to be following them, but he couldn’t be sure. They might have planted a tracking unit on his truck at some point. 
 
   He didn’t have the time it would take to go over the truck thoroughly to find it.
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter 48
 
    
 
   Mason walked out of the warehouse as two more sport utilities rolled up. He stepped past the two incapacitated vehicles sporting flat tires. 
 
   At the door to his ride, he stopped to give CK his parameters. “You have twelve hours to find her if you want your money.”
 
   Weapon still in hand, CK said, “I’ll find her. I always have a backup plan.”
 
   Mason did, too, and doubted CK would like his. But the bounty hunter had a reputation of never failing to produce. CK did not walk away from this much money. “I don’t care what it takes, just do it.”
 
   “Now you’re talking my language.”  CK grinned. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter 49
 
    
 
   Traffic thinned along Sunrise Boulevard after ten at night. Zane crossed over the bridge and peeled off north on Bayview Drive to a small upscale community east of downtown Ft. Lauderdale. The rain had slacked to a drizzle. He zipped into an expansive parking lot for a high-rise apartment complex.
 
   “There’s a hotel a block from here. We’re going to check in for the night. I know you’re tired, honey, but we’re close,” Zane said.
 
   Angel nodded mutely, giving him reason to believe she’d hit her physical and emotional limit. 
 
   His overnight bag was still in the truck, forgotten when he’d returned from Jacksonville. After tossing his cell phone into the bag, he left his weapon on his hip and pulled his shirttail loose to cover it. 
 
   Zane circled the truck to Angel’s side and helped her down. Her icy hand barely clung to his as she shuffled along beside him. 
 
   They stepped into the lobby of La Shasta, Ft. Lauderdale’s newest five-star hotel, and dripped puddles on the marble floor fit for a palace.
 
   As he approached the front desk, Zane kept his arm around Angel, who still wore the black poncho. 
 
   An impeccably dressed middle-aged man, wearing a charcoal gray suit and crisp white linen shirt, stared at them in momentary shock. After a moment, he closed his severe mouth, affecting the perfect hotel manager demeanor. 
 
   “Can I help you?” the manager asked with a hint of doubt in his voice.
 
   As the son of a powerful man who’d amassed a fortune in the oil business, Zane knew exactly how to handle this guy. He read “Robert Sommers” on the man’s name badge.
 
   “I certainly hope someone can, Robert,” Zane said, biting out each word in an annoyed tone. “First the damn flight lands three hours late, then they manage to lose our Louis Vuitton luggage. Next the rental car leaves us stranded two blocks away. So much for a vacation.”
 
   Robert’s face shifted into his concerned manager expression from Hospitality 101. “I’m so sorry, sir. What can I do for you?”
 
   “Just don’t tell me our reservation has been lost. If that happens, I’m calling my sister, so she can warn the world against this disaster zone. She writes a syndicated travel column and does an occasional stint for the Travel Channel.”
 
   That got Robert’s full attention. 
 
   La Shasta hadn’t been open long. Zane recalled that a simple problem with a recent high-profile guest had been blown out of proportion in the local news. Everyone had talked about the embarrassing event for days.
 
   Robert punched up his computer screen. “Can I have your last name, sir?”
 
   “Mr. and Mrs. Black.”
 
   At his words, Angel cocked her head towards him. 
 
   He winked at her shocked expression. In addition to a wad of cash he kept on hand to pay for information, he’d been supplied a credit card under the name Zane Black. Even better was the Tallahassee, Florida payment address. Far from his true home in Ft. Lauderdale, which wouldn’t support Zane’s “vacation” story. 
 
   The Tallahassee address was just another layer of protection Zane had wanted in place in case he ever had to use the card. 
 
   Robert clicked keys furiously, frowned, squinted, clicked more keys, narrowed his eyes at the computer and glanced up. “Is that spelled B-l-a-c-k?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   More clicking and deep sighs followed. Robert relented and offered a professional, but completely artificial, smile when he said, “I have your room, Mr. Black.”
 
   Several elderly couples strolled through the grand lobby, casting appalled looks toward the desk as Zane handed over the card, instructing Robert that there had better not be a charge made until he determined the room and hotel were satisfactory. 
 
   Robert paused at that, which was going to be a deal breaker for Zane. He didn’t want to risk any chance that someone chasing Angel might have a way to track his credit card before they left. But Mr. Helpful at the registration desk made quick work of processing the paperwork before handing over two room key cards. 
 
   Zane took them and said, “Please call when the luggage arrives. In the meantime, we’ll need some toiletries. I have mine in a carry on, but my wife’s things were in the other suitcases.”
 
   Stepping into an office behind the desk, Robert returned with a bag full of items. “Please take these, compliments of La Shasta. We’d like to do whatever we can to make this a pleasurable stay for you.”
 
   Zane nodded his appreciation, thanked him, then guided Angel to the elevator. If Robert had any concerns about her single bare foot, he didn’t voice them. 
 
   She continued to tremble while they rode silently on the elevator, her shivers worrying Zane as much as her near-catatonic state. He had an endless list of questions, but those could wait until she’d gotten a hot shower, food, and he’d assessed her injuries. Plus she could probably use some sleep.
 
   He opened the door to a luxurious room with a single king-size bed. The dainty sofa in the corner didn’t appear to hold a foldout or be long enough for his frame. Returning to the lobby to request a room change was out of the question. He’d sleep on the floor before he put Angel under any more strain. He had no idea what she’d endured, but her clothes had been ripped down the front, and she had bruises on the skin he could see. 
 
   Someone was going to bleed, from multiple wounds, the next time they tried to hurt her. 
 
   Zane slipped the poncho over her head. He tossed it in the corner and flipped on the light in the bathroom that was thankfully subdued since the place had been decorated in white marble and gold hardware. He clenched his fists when he saw her bruised, swollen jaw and the red welts on her ribs. 
 
   Tomorrow she’d tell him who had done this and why. Tonight he had to take care of Angel.
 
   Tap, tap, Tap. 
 
   Squinting into the door peephole, Zane saw Robert, their accommodating manager, standing on the other side. 
 
   Zane eased Angel into the bathroom then answered the door. 
 
   “Mr. Black, I’m sorry to bother you,” Robert began. “I noticed your wife had the misfortune of losing a shoe and thought we could be of assistance. If she doesn’t care for these, tell her to feel free to exchange them for another pair in our gift shop on the mezzanine level, our compliments.”
 
   Robert held a beautiful basket with fruit, chocolates, and a pair of dazzling jeweled sneakers fitting for a New Year’s Eve party. The whole bizarre situation would have been hilarious if it weren’t so serious.
 
   “Thank you, Robert. I appreciate your concern.”  Zane took the shoes and the basket, and offered Robert a tip, which he graciously refused. 
 
   Zane bolted the door. 
 
   Angel emerged from the bathroom and stared at the basket. Strange probably didn’t begin to describe her thoughts.
 
   Tipping her chin up with two fingers, Zane asked softly, “How does a hot shower sound? There’s two robes in the bathroom.”  He brushed his hand across her forehead, pushing a long wet strand of hair away from her vacant eyes.
 
   She nodded, but without a word, she took the bag of complimentary toiletries and shuffled back into the bathroom, shutting the door. He placed the basket on the dresser, called Ben’s voice mail and left the tag number to the Land Rover. Ben had a buddy in motor vehicles who would trace it for him, but Zane hadn’t heard a word from Ben in hours. He hoped there weren’t complications with the birth. 
 
   Next he called Trish to tell her to stay with Heidi, and stay far away from his apartment. 
 
   The sound of rushing water ended as the shower cut off and a few minutes later the door breezed open. There was his Angel, showered and wearing a white terry cloth robe that hit her at the knees, showing only the bottom half of those awesome legs.
 
   His Angel. Warmth spread through him. 
 
   Regardless of everything he knew he still wanted her to be his. Had never felt this way about a woman and he didn’t even know Angel’s last name. 
 
   He took slow steps toward her.
 
   The scent of her shampooed hair sparked a riot of lust. He’d missed her from the moment he’d left the apartment this morning. Missed her touch, her voice, the feel of her lips.
 
   Swallowing to help his dry mouth, he couldn’t stop envisioning her in his arms, her long legs wrapped around him. He imagined the robe sliding off her shoulders to pool at her feet ... until he lifted his eyes to her ashen face. 
 
   She’d never appeared vulnerable before. The spark was gone from her amber eyes. Her slender body trembled under the bulky robe. 
 
   Zane closed the distance between them. He gently cupped her shoulders and whispered, “Go lie down. I’ll get a quick shower and be right out. Are you hungry? Do you want anything?”
 
   Her eyes never strayed from his when she shook her head.
 
   Drawing a deep breath as if just moving took all she had to give, she walked away and climbed into the sprawling bed. He drew the covers over her and she curled into a ball.
 
   Grabbing his shaving kit and a pair of shorts, he headed to the bathroom, pausing to look back before he closed the door. He always worried about her being a flight risk, but right now he didn’t think she had it in her to walk to the elevator. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter 50
 
    
 
   Cold spread through Angel from head to toe no matter how tightly she tucked her body under the down coverlet. She peeked through her lashes, watching as Zane disappeared into the bathroom. 
 
   Squirming to get warm, she groaned every time she moved her battered body. 
 
   Dear God, how was she going to keep Mason’s men away from Zane now? Would Zane tell her where the package with the coins had gone if she explained? 
 
   Or would he call in the police?
 
   And what was his real name anyway? Zane Jackson? Or Zane Black? If it was Jackson, why did he have an alias? 
 
   The situation was way out of hand. What was she going to do? Her spent brain had nothing to offer and threatened to shut down on her if she kept pushing. Tomorrow she’d think everything through, not tonight. 
 
   Zane had come for her. She didn’t care what his last name was right now, only that he was alive and here with her.
 
   She quivered and her teeth chattered. The hot shower had helped, but right now she thought she’d never be warm again.
 
   She must have dosed off, but not deeply. The shuffle of clothing brought her back awake. A single lamp glowed on the nightstand next to the bed. Just enough light for her to see Zane step out of the dark bathroom. Her mysterious savior’s hair glistened from the shower. Dressed only in a pair of black shorts, sculpted muscles rippled along his back and shoulders as he toweled his hair. 
 
   He tossed the towel in the corner and walked to the closet. His washboard abdomen flexed when he stretched up to pull a pillow and blanket down then dropped them on the floor between the bed and the door. 
 
   After all he’d been through, Zane was going to sleep on the floor. 
 
   She didn’t want him on the floor or the couch or anywhere that didn’t include her. She wanted him close to her, forever.
 
   Angel squeezed her eyes to stem the tears.
 
   She couldn’t have forever, because forever only happened in fairy tales. But she could have tonight. And one night with the man she loved would have to last her a lifetime, because no other man would ever replace him. 
 
   Zane wouldn’t want to hear a vow of love from her, not after what she’d put him through. She’d hold those feelings deep inside, close to her heart.
 
   He switched off the lamp. Soft light outside the open drapes threw hazy shadows across the room. He stepped over to the bed. She knew he only meant to check on her, but she grabbed his hand before he could turn away.
 
   “Zane, stay with me.”
 
   He stood still, as if he were unsure, then said, “Honey, I’m right here. I’m not going anywhere.”  He gave her fingers a squeeze and tried to let go. 
 
   She pulled the covers back and tugged on his hand. “Please. I don’t want to sleep alone.”  
 
   Had she not shivered at that moment, she thought he might have refused. When her hand twitched from the movement of her shaking he slid down next to her. The bed gave with his weight.
 
   Not sure what to do next, she lay perfectly still on her side facing him. Not that she could hide her nervousness, but she was breathing as if she’d just run a sprint. 
 
   He stared at her, desire burning through his gaze. He did want her. What was holding him back?
 
   She shook with another chill.
 
   He reached for her, pulling her into his arms. She melted into his heat and teased his neck with her lips. She kissed his skin, tasting him, and inched her hand up the curved muscles covering his chest. 
 
   When she wiggled closer, he shuddered against her. But still he wasn’t taking what she offered.
 
   She had no question that he was interested when the thick bulge in his shorts hardened and prodded her stomach. Any left over exhaustion evaporated as her body went on full alert. 
 
   He muttered, “If you don’t go to sleep soon this isn’t going to work. I’m not a saint.”
 
   His fingers kneaded gently along her shoulders. He kissed the top of her head and breathed out a ragged sigh.
 
   She moved her hand down his chest, sliding her nails lightly up and down across the contour of his abs. He sucked in a sharp breath. His hand stopped massaging her shoulders.
 
   “Angel.”  Her name sounded forced through clenched teeth. “Go. To. Sleep,” he said, each word a clear warning.
 
   She’d never felt so safe in her life. Being alone with Zane brought out a side of her she’d been afraid to expose to any man before. 
 
   She wanted this man, all of him, tonight. 
 
   One more touch should convince him she wasn’t the least bit sleepy. Her hand drifted lower to the rim of his shorts. She slid a finger under the elastic waistband and ran a sensuous trail south.
 
   She was flipped over on her back and covered with his body before she could blink. He had her arms pinned above her head, but his weight rested on his elbows.
 
   “Look,” Zane warned again, but this time in a tight voice. “I’m not made of stone.”
 
   She looked down between them. “Liar.”
 
   Growling, he said, “You’re about ten seconds from pushing me past the point of no return.”
 
   “Then take me with you. I want you, Zane.”
 
   ~*~
 
   Zane stared at Angel, not believing his ears. What blood hadn’t squeezed into his aching arousal found its way there now. He was harder than the foundation under their hotel. 
 
   He couldn’t take advantage of Angel. This wasn’t like last night in his apartment. She’d been in shock for hours. She’d regret the decision tomorrow and he’d feel lower than pond scum. 
 
   But, dammit, he wanted her.
 
   Digging deep, he edged past his raging libido and uttered the words that would surely qualify him for sainthood. 
 
   “Honey, you don’t know what you’re saying. It’s the stress you’ve been through. We can’t do this.”
 
   “I do know what I’m saying. I may not live through this.”
 
   “Don’t say that,” he ordered. Nothing was going to happen to her. He wouldn’t allow it. 
 
   More than wanting her right now, he needed her. 
 
   “Whether we want to face it or not,” she whispered. “I may not survive. I’ve only been with one person, a boy in high school and that wasn’t very special. I want a special night with you. Don’t you want me?”
 
   His head drooped. 
 
   Hell, he’d never wanted to be a saint. 
 
   “Baby,” he whispered, “I’ve wanted you so bad, I can’t think.”  He released her hands, rubbing her palms with his thumbs. 
 
   “Then love me tonight,” she pleaded.
 
   Neither moved for a long second, then he lowered his head to gently kiss her brow and cheeks. 
 
   He paused and released an exasperated deep breath. “We can’t.”  His voice was loaded with regret. “I don’t have any condoms here. I won’t put you at risk of getting pregnant. You may not think you’re going to live, but I intend to make damn sure you do.”  
 
   Zane wanted to assure her everything would be okay, but he wouldn’t lie to her. He could tell her she wouldn’t face the world alone no matter how determined she was to keep him away from her problem. She’d just have to get used to seeing him, because he wasn’t leaving her side. 
 
   “The pill is just as safe,” Angel offered. She moved her hands away from his loosened grasp, ran her fingers over his ribs, then up to lightly caress his chest. With her index finger, she teased each of his pebbled nipples. 
 
   “Just touch me,” she breathed against his neck.
 
   That broke the thin hold he had on his control. With a swipe, he raised both of her hands above her head again to end her erotic torture before she set off a physical chain reaction that he couldn’t stop.
 
   He lowered his lips to hers. The tender kiss held everything he wanted to promise her, all the words he didn’t know how to say. His tongue probed inside her mouth in search of the taste he loved. His sweet and saucy Angel. Her lips molded to his, her hunger every bit as strong as his. 
 
   With one hand he untied her robe. His heart beat a rhythm in time with the pulsing in his groin. The robe fell away from shoulder to thigh. 
 
   Oh yeah, he never wanted to be a saint if it meant missing out on something this fantastic. He kissed along her neck and shoulders, nuzzling against what terry cloth remained in his way. 
 
   He gently cupped her breast and used one finger to draw lazy circles around the nipple. She twisted up against him, her smooth abdomen rubbing his erection. 
 
   A throaty whimper escaped her.
 
   Lingering on one breast with his finger, he lowered his head to the other luscious mound and mimicked the movement with his tongue, then barely grazed the tense nipple with his teeth. 
 
   Angel lifted off the bed, the whimper stretching into pained plea.
 
   She’d said special. 
 
   He wanted to give her the moon. 
 
   Her passion drove waves of heat spiraling through him. It would take everything he had to keep from erupting the minute he entered her. Blood pounded in his ears from the need to be inside her.
 
   Angel’s fingers raked through his hair, raising the nerves across his scalp. The feather touch danced along his neck to his shoulders, changing to an anguished grip when he removed both finger and tongue from her breast. 
 
   His lips covered hers, his tongue probing past her swollen lips. Her velvet tongue stroked over his, driving him wild. 
 
   No matter how much she gave, he wanted more. He kissed her again and again, hot, hungry, needy. 
 
   With one free hand, he caressed her breast, palming the erect nipple. A purred “mmm” escaped her. She wasn’t large, just a perfect handful. But then, he had big hands.
 
   He stroked a path down through the curls shielding the heat between her thighs. With a finger, he entered the sensitive furnace and lit a fire.
 
   She arched up, drew in a labored breath, and uttered a long moan.
 
   With his thumb, he teased the pressure point, moving across the sensitive nub back and forth. 
 
   “Oh, Zane ... uhmmm.”  
 
   He needed to slow down, find his control. 
 
   She wouldn’t let him. 
 
   Her teeth scraped his neck. She wrapped her fingers around his head, pulled him down to kiss him. When they broke apart, her warm breath poured across his cheek. 
 
   “You feel so good, baby,” he murmured. Nothing beyond this minute was real.
 
   Every move, each response from her was a gift he wanted to take his time unwrapping. 
 
   For once, fantasy couldn’t compare with reality. 
 
   He kept moving his thumb and finger, pushing her closer to exploding.
 
   She arched forward, pressing against his arousal. “Oh, Zane...oh, I...yes...”  She cried unintelligible pleas, each more passion-filled than the next. 
 
   Every time she trembled and whimpered she threatened to snap the thin tether he held on his control. All he could think about was driving into her with mindless abandon, but he wouldn’t go further until he was sure she was ready. 
 
   It’d better be soon.
 
   “Baby, just tell me what you want.”  The strained words croaked out of his dry throat.
 
   She panted twice. “You have ... to ask?”
 
   He’d have smiled at the frustration in her husky voice if he hadn’t been equally desperate. Changing up the pace of his fingers, he gave her a gentle push over the edge.
 
   She held her breath for a second then cried out, shaking with the intensity of her climax. 
 
   He held her there, savoring the joy of watching her until she fell back to the bed, winded. 
 
   Within seconds, his shorts were gone and he settled between her thighs. He cupped her soft bottom, lifting her up, and slowly entered her. 
 
   He heard a soft moan of, “Yesss,” before she clenched around him.
 
   She fit him like a second skin, surrounded him, hot and tight. Nothing he’d ever experienced before came close to being inside Angel. 
 
   Slow and gentle. He had to take it easy with her.
 
   But she wrapped the endless legs of his dreams around his back and shoved up, driving him deep into her. 
 
   He’d live outside the realm of sainthood forever to feel this ecstasy for the rest of his life.
 
   The harder he pushed, the tighter she dug into his shoulders, urging him on. He’d been barely hanging on to his control, but one more clench from her would destroy it. Zane reached between them to stroke her fire, to drive her to the point of combusting.
 
   Her body strained under him, rocking in perfect sync with him. 
 
   She cried out, her muscles clenching as she climaxed. Frantic fingers locked on his shoulders as wave after wave coursed through her. 
 
   Right damned behind her, his world splintered. His body separated from his mind. He’d never felt an orgasm so deeply.
 
   He’d never been in love before either. 
 
   He was never giving her up. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter 51
 
    
 
   Angel awoke with her face against Zane’s warm chest, wrapped in his arms, smelling the musky scent of their lovemaking. After years of accepting every miserable injustice life had dished out as status quo, she’d altered her future. 
 
   Might have only been for one night, but that was more than she’d come to expect. 
 
   Whether she lived or died, she’d carry last night in her heart as she faced her fate. 
 
   Over Zane’s shoulder, puffy purple clouds dusted with tangerine tufts floated past the separation in the drapes. Maybe the tropical depression had moved away. 
 
   Thinking he was still asleep, she tried to ease away. His arm locked around her waist, holding her in place. 
 
   “Where do you think you’re going?” 
 
   She smiled at the humor in his rough morning voice and said, “I was going to look out the window to see if the storm was passing.”
 
   “I’m not letting you that far away. Every time you get further than an arm’s length from me, you disappear,” he teased.
 
   “Not fair,” she answered, indignant over the remark. “I didn’t leave your apartment by choice.”
 
   When his hold almost cut her breath off, she figured that hadn’t been a good choice of topics to bring up. She smoothed her hand across the patch of dark hair centering his chest to soothe him and felt his embrace loosen.
 
   “I’m getting a shower,” she announced. 
 
   He made a move with his left hand, stroking along the inside of her thigh in an obvious attempt to deter her from moving. When his finger teased the fragile folds between her legs, Angel clutched his shoulders and conceded immediate defeat. 
 
   As if that weren’t enough capitulation, he smoothed a hand up to cup her breast and tease one nipple mercilessly. 
 
   Zane had a sure way to keep her within arm’s reach. Or at least fingertip reach. One of his incredibly talented fingers dipped inside her, in and out, then he drew the wet finger over her folds and started the dance all over of driving her insane. 
 
   She gripped his shoulders, shaking with need. She pleaded, “Don’t stop.”
 
   He lifted up and suckled her other breast then scraped the beaded nipple with his teeth. Then his lips closed over the nipple and his tongue drove her mad. 
 
   She forgot about everything but the finger teasing her folds, taking her closer and closer to release. Almost there.
 
   Then his fingers slid down inside her. He said, “I want you ready.”
 
   “I am.”  
 
   “Not yet.”  He pushed two fingers inside.
 
   She ground her hips down to help him, desperately fighting to reach that point her body begged for, but he’d change the rhythm at the last second as if he could see inside her. He lifted his head and kissed her, loving her with his mouth. Then he teased her damp folds once more.
 
   She trembled from the heat pooling in her loins faster and faster. Time to shift the control. 
 
   In a quick move, Angel lifted away from his hands, shifted forward. When she felt the tip of his arousal, she impaled herself on him. Air sucked from her lungs in a gasp of pleasure. 
 
   Zane’s eyes flew open, dark and hungry. 
 
   She grinned down at him. “Maybe I’ll just hold you here and see how long it takes before...”
 
   He grasped her hips, lifting her almost off of his member then pulling her down as he drove up inside her. Two times, three times, the rhythm fast and gripping.
 
   Then he reached between them and went right to her go button. 
 
   Heat and energy balled in her womb and shattered. She made a sound of pleasure she’d never heard before. Heat zinged all the way to her nipples. 
 
   Zane pumped several more powerful strokes and she stayed with him, loving the feel of him inside her. He exploded, growling out his pleasure as he filled her. She collapsed on him, laboring for air. 
 
   He hugged her tight, his heart pounding beneath her. 
 
   “You’re unbelievable,” he murmured.
 
   She glowed under the compliment and smiled. “I like it, too.” Her breathing had steadied when his hand swept down her spine then smoothed across her bottom. 
 
   “What are you doing?” she asked suspiciously.
 
   “What do you want me to do?”  He grazed each cheek with his fingers.
 
   “Answering that would be dangerous.”
 
   His hand slid further down and under to toy with her, again. Got to love a man with long arms and great hands.
 
   She was close to giving in when his cell phone interrupted. 
 
   “You better get that. It could be Trish.”  Angel rolled off of his chest.
 
   Zane’s grumble ended in a vicious curse by the time he reached over to the nightstand for the phone. “One day this thing is going out the window.”  
 
   He hit the on button and snapped, “Zane.”
 
   Angel slipped away to the bathroom when she heard him say, “She had it? Mom and baby healthy?”  Pause. “Congratulations, Ben.”
 
   ~*~
 
   Zane grinned, relieved to hear Ben’s good news. Angel’s shower roared on as Ben told him he was on his way to the lab.
 
   “I left you something else to check out when you get there,” Zane said. 
 
   “What? Toe prints?” Ben joked. 
 
   “Very funny. There’s a gold coin in your drop box, in a brown evidence envelope marked Personal. I took a chance leaving it, but getting into your office is almost as tough as penetrating Ft. Knox. Run a check to see if anything fitting that description has come up missing.”
 
   “Oh, man,” Ben moaned. “Don’t tell me this has to do with your vanishing girl.”
 
   “Okay, I won’t. Just let me know when you find out anything. I really appreciate this, Ben.”
 
   “I know, but this doesn’t sound like you. I hope you’ve got a good handle on her.”
 
   Ben had no idea how good a handle he’d just had, but that wasn’t something he’d share even with his best friend. 
 
   The sound of a car door slamming came through the line. Ben said, “What the hell happened in Jacksonville? Got your voice mail.” 
 
   “You know what I know. Everything was rocking along     just   fine  until  yesterday   morning.   Every shipment has been dead on the money. They oughta be begging me to take their contract, but now the damn thing’s a bust.”
 
   “Don’t write it off yet, Zane. Mac’s pissed. He sent Vance up to Jacksonville this morning to sort through the mess. If anyone can do damage control, Vance can.” 
 
   That was one giant if. “Sorting out who has jurisdiction on this between the DEA and local authorities isn’t going to help my chances at this gig.”
 
   “Mac doesn’t give two shits about everyone playing nice. He wants bigger fish at High Vision. His resources say local authorities jumped too soon. Didn’t get what they expected. Somebody’s head will go on the block for busting a federal investigation. You talked to Mac yet?”
 
   “No.”  Zane wasn’t in a hurry to do that.
 
   “If he doesn’t call you in before Tuesday morning, you need to just show up. In the meantime, give Vance a chance to do his thing before you write the High Vision gig off completely. And whatever you do, don’t screw up your future because of this girl.”  
 
   “I’m being careful.”  Yeah, right. 
 
   “You may hear back from me pretty soon. I just walked into my office.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   Zane dropped the phone on the stand and propped another pillow behind his head. He was still reeling. Last night had gone beyond his fantasies, but that wasn’t the problem. 
 
   He reached over and ordered room service with enough selection to cover any taste. 
 
   Angel had to be the one who’d stashed those coins in his boat curtains. She’d worked fervently to keep her identity hidden. If she had good intentions, why was she hiding the coins? 
 
   Much as he tried to avoid the obvious, Angel had disaster stamped across her future in bold print. Everything he’d discovered pointed to criminal activities. 
 
   So, what was his problem? 
 
   For the first time in his life something wasn’t clearly right or wrong. And he couldn’t depend on cold objectivity. He cared too much.  
 
   And he couldn’t imagine life without her. Maybe she had a tainted past, but in his heart he wouldn’t accept that she was a criminal. That didn’t change the fact that he had to have answers. Now. 
 
   Angel stepped out of the bathroom smiling, dressed in her jog bra and shorts. “I washed them out last night so I’d have clean clothes.”
 
   He grinned back at her until he saw the purple and black bruise on her ribcage. “If someone puts another bruise on you I’m going to make sure they don’t see their next birthday.”
 
   Lowering her eyes, she covered the bruise with her hand. “It’s not so bad.”
 
   “That’s not your fault so stop looking embarrassed.”  
 
   The dainty shrug she gave him said she didn’t want to talk about the abuse she’d been through. 
 
   He’d given her all the time he could. Zane crossed his arms over his chest. “It’s time we talked about what’s going on.”
 
   “Don’t you want to get a shower first? Can’t we talk over breakfast?”
 
   No. He wanted answers, but she’d probably eaten little in the last twenty-four hours and he did need a shower. “I ordered room service.”  Zane climbed out of bed and walked over to her. “Don’t go anywhere. Promise me.”
 
   “I promise,” she said. “Go shower. I’ll be here when you come out.”
 
   Zane cupped the back of her head and kissed her deeply then touched a kiss to her forehead. “Last night was terrific. We have something very special and it’s not just for one night. Understand?”
 
   Tears pooled in her eyes. She turned her face up to him. “You’re terrific and last night was wonderful, but I have to take it one day at a time.”
 
   His stomach twisted. She still didn’t believe she would survive her ordeal. He planned to make a believer out of her. “We’ll talk. I’ll be quick so don’t answer the door to anyone. I want whoever comes in here to see me first.”
 
   She nodded.
 
   He hated to push her when her world teetered on its edge, but they weren’t leaving this room until he knew who she was, why she had the coins, and who was trying to kill her. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter 52
 
    
 
   CK hit the speed dial number on his cell phone, noting the time. Eight o’clock. He had two more hours. When ML answered, CK started reporting. “We found the pilot’s truck. They didn’t go back to his apartment or out to his airplane.”
 
   “Do you know where they are?” ML asked calmly, but only a fool would believe that Mason Lorde was not seething right now.
 
   “Not yet. I tagged the truck with a transmitter. We tracked it to an apartment complex, but they were gone by the time my men arrived. Could be anywhere. Hard to pry in this tight little area, but soon, very soon,” CK promised.
 
   “And she never said a word about the coins while you had her?” 
 
   “No, but I didn’t use my skills since you indicated the condition you wanted to find her in.” CK could have gotten all the information ML needed if ML wasn’t such a control freak. “Got two men following the truck and his apartment is covered.”
 
   “Don’t take out the pilot until we have her in hand. He may either know where the coins are or we can use him to make her talk. Once I have the coins, I have plans for that pilot.”
 
   “I understand.”  If CK was capable of sympathy, which he wasn’t, he’d feel sorry for the pilot. ML was a twisted mother with sick ideas. CK would just pop the pilot between the eyes and be done, but that wouldn’t satisfy someone like ML. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter 53
 
    
 
   Angel slipped her feet into the garish sneakers the night manager had given her, surprised when they fit. She snagged another apple from the basket and munched on it then strolled over and opened the sliding glass door. Balmy morning air met her on the balcony. The clouds were dissipating, leaving a happy blue sky in their place.
 
   Fresh air carrying a salty flavor breezed by. 
 
   Even with all the water around Manhattan, it never smelled like this. She didn’t want to leave.
 
   She didn’t want to see Zane hurt either.  
 
   What was she going to tell him? 
 
   He deserved the truth after everything he’d done for her. She thought back on last night’s events. The fact that he’d located her in that warehouse was amazing. Then he’d rescued her. 
 
   No simple task there either. He handled a gun proficiently. A lot of guys could handle a weapon, but he’d been in his element.
 
   She finished her second apple, feeling much improved with the simple nourishment.
 
   From the bathroom door, Zane called her name sharply. 
 
   “I’m right here. Don’t panic,” she joked, then spun around and stopped short at the sight of him. He was naked from the khaki pants up. She ran her tongue over her dry lips.
 
   His gaze darkened. 
 
   Her breathing hiccupped. How could she want him again so soon? They’d made love three times during the night. If she let him touch her now, they’d never get out of here. 
 
   “Where are we?” she asked, hoping to divert his attention. She dropped the apple core into a wastebasket on her way back in.
 
   A smile kicked up on one side of his mouth. “Changing the subject?”
 
   “There was no subject,” she clarified.
 
   “Yes, there was. It just wasn’t being spoken.”
 
   She suppressed a smile, refusing to concede that her mind had traveled along the same path as his. “In that case, yes, I’m changing the subject. Where are we?”
 
   He strolled over to her as he spoke. “This is part of greater Ft. Lauderdale. It’s a small upscale community chosen by large yacht owners because of the canal. You could say this is home to the local rich and shameless.”
 
   “What makes this canal so good for big boats?” Angel asked, wanting to confirm her guess. 
 
   “The smaller canals are shallower. The channel in this one is fifty feet deep so even when the tide is low you can run a hundred-foot yacht through here.”
 
   She followed him over to the thick rail on the balcony. They were three floors up and overhung a green chain-link fence that sprouted from the seawall. That must be to deter anyone from walking along the top of the seawall since only about two feet of landscape separated it from the hotel.
 
   Zane’s tone changed to a more somber one. “Before we have breakfast, I want you to tell me what’s going on.”
 
   She shifted around and leaned back against the concrete rail. A balmy wind lifted tendrils of hair across her face for the heartbeat it took to form her answer. “I got involved with the wrong group of people, but it wasn’t my fault.” 
 
   “I need a few more details than that. What do you have that they want?”  
 
   His tone didn’t change. She couldn’t read him. His face had blanked into an inscrutable mask. How much could she say without going too far? 
 
   She said, “I have some ... items that someone else stole.”
 
   “So you stole it from him?”  His eyebrow lifted slightly.
 
   “No. I don’t consider taking these items from him as stealing,” she stated.
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because I intend to return them to the rightful owners.”  She was encouraged to see his face relax but still had to add, “Eventually.” 
 
   His mouth compressed into a stern line. “What do you mean by eventually, Angel?”
 
   “I need them for just a little while. Considering no one knew who had them and I’m going to return them, the owners should be considerate enough to let me borrow them,” she reasoned.
 
   He opened his mouth, shut it, then asked incredulously, “Just what do you have in mind?”
 
   “I can’t tell you everything.” 
 
   “Oh, yes, you can. Someone is trying to kill you. Starting right now, I want the whole truth,” he demanded.
 
   “No.”
 
   Anger banked across his dark gaze. “I hate that word. Say anything you want, but don’t use that damn word again,” he ordered.
 
   “Fine!” she snapped, arms crossed. “I’m not telling you anything else. How’s that?”  She slapped a hand on each hip and leaned forward. “And, by the way, how did you find me last night?” 
 
   “Don’t change the subject. We’re talking about what you have that belongs to someone else.”
 
   “It’s no big deal,” she dismissed.
 
   “No big deal?” he shouted. “Stolen gold coins are no big deal?” 
 
   They both stared at each other in silence. 
 
   “You have them,” she accused. “They’re on that boat, aren’t they?”
 
   A muscle in his clenched jaw twitched. He obviously hadn’t intended to share that little tidbit of information. 
 
   “They’re safe,” he said.
 
   “I need those coins,” she stressed.
 
   “For what? If you’re innocent, why don’t you just turn them over to the police?”
 
   Her shoulders fell. Hearing Zane say if she was innocent hurt more than she’d ever let him know. 
 
   She stomped her foot. “Okay, here’s the deal. Once I can confirm my alibi for when they were taken, I plan to use them to prove my employer stole the coins.”
 
   ~*~
 
   Zane’s cell phone rang and he stood in indecision. He wanted to shake some sense into Angel, but the last thing he’d ever do was touch her in anger. The cell phone rang again. Ignore it and finish this conversation or miss talking to Ben, who had to be calling him back? 
 
   He and Angel stared at each other for a nanosecond before he stepped into the room and around the bed to the other nightstand. He snatched up his phone. “Zane, here.”
 
   “Hey, bud, this is Ben. Man, have you got a hot one.”
 
   Zane didn’t think he was going to like the news from the level of Ben’s excitement. “What have you got?”
 
   The sound of papers rustling came across the line and then Ben’s voice. “Her name is Angelina Farentino. She’s got a record.” 
 
   A lead ball landed in the pit of Zane’s stomach. 
 
   “Go on.”
 
   “She works for Mason Lorde, or she did work for him. Left under questionable circumstances is all I could find out without saying too much. He’s listed as one of the top twenty wealthiest men in the country.”  More papers shuffled and Ben mumbled to himself before he continued.
 
   “Lorde Industries is one of the largest import-export businesses on the east coast, but he also deals in rare art and collectibles.”
 
   Oh, yeah, the hits just keep on coming. Zane never took his eyes off of Angel. Watching her and listening to the rundown was tearing his insides apart. 
 
   “What’s on her record?”  Zane knew by the way Angel straightened away from the railing that she’d heard him.
 
   “She did a year in a New York prison at eighteen for transporting drugs. Her father went down for the charge of dealing and she was busted as the mule.”
 
   Drugs. Of all the things she could have done, drugs fell way down on Zane’s forgive list after what he’d watched Trish go through.
 
   He was sure it couldn’t get any worse until Ben remembered one more thing.
 
   “Zane, buddy, you listening?”
 
   “I’m here.”
 
   “If you can’t turn her in, you need to get the hell away from her. She’s hot. The Feds are in serious pursuit of her, too. Hang on.”  Ben’s phone rattled against something solid like he’d laid it down.
 
   Zane stared at Angel. Her face had lost color on that one question about her record. 
 
   Ben was back on the line. “Her fingerprint turned up on a photograph in the pocket of the guy they found in the dumpster in Raleigh. The one that’s been on the news. Turns out he was one of Mason Lorde’s employees. Worked for him for the last ten years.”
 
   Zane didn’t think he could take any more, but Ben hadn’t mentioned the coin.
 
   “Did you run the coin?”
 
   “Yeah. That’s a Saint-Gauden’s Double Eagle gold coin. Those aren’t easy to come by so I’m betting it came from that heist in Boston last month. I’m not sure yet, because a set of eight were stolen. One coin was a 1933 Double Eagle valued at over seven million. You don’t just find a buyer for these coins, because it’s not legal to even own that one coin. Takes a while to move them.”
 
   The other seven coins hidden on his boat confirmed Angel had been transporting stolen property. Had that been why she was hiding them? To buy time to find someone who could move them?
 
   “I’ll get back with you, Ben.” Zane dropped his phone on the nightstand at his right. He was at a loss for words. Did he start with “Why did you do it?” or go straight to “I have to call the police.”
 
   Like he could just make that decision on the spot? 
 
   He’d made thousands of quick decisions, but his black and white world had turned gray with Angel. He’d rather take a bullet to the gut than see her arrested. 
 
   Angel moved inside the glass doors. “Who are you, Zane Jackson?”  
 
   He must have looked surprised, because she said, “I just learned that yesterday while you were gone.”
 
   Hell and damnation. Trish must have said something. He’d never considered the danger of leaving Trish and Angel alone. 
 
   There was no point in continuing the pretense. He’d have to blow his cover to take her in to the authorities. 
 
   “You’re right. My real name is Zane Jackson. I work with a special task force under the DEA.”
 
   She nodded slowly. “And that man, your friend Ben, he does, too?”
 
   Zane nodded, his throat getting thicker by the moment.
 
   Tears pooled at the corners of Angel’s eyes, killing him. The muscles in her throat moved when she swallowed. Her voice came out raspy with emotion. “So you know who I am and what my background is, or at least you think you know.”
 
   “I don’t know anything anymore,” he said, despair wrapping his words. “So, maybe the question is, just who are you?”
 
   Her chin lifted. “I’m not a thief and I never dealt drugs. No matter what that person just told you, I’m not lying to you. I got screwed by my father and the legal system when I was eighteen. The gold coins you found were stolen from a gallery in Boston by someone working for Mason Lorde.”
 
   But she was an employee of Mason Lorde, he reasoned. Or she had been until she stole the coins from the head of Lorde Industries, a prominent businessman probably seen on the covers of a half-dozen business magazines in any given month.
 
   She continued, “I worked for Mason, in his warehouse as a legitimate employee, and found some stolen paintings, small ones hidden inside the lining of a shipping crate. They had been all over the news the week before. I recognized one of them and thought someone in the company was the thief, so I brought the paintings to Mason’s attention.”
 
   “Why didn’t you go to the police?” Zane asked. Now his throat sounded as if he’d swallowed rusty nails.
 
   She held up her finger for him to wait. “He’d given me a position in his organization in spite of my record. At least that’s what I thought. What I didn’t know was he’d hired me because I had a record. One I didn’t deserve. Silly me, I thought I’d gotten a break, no more cleaning toilets or shoveling crap at the dump. Decent companies don’t hire people with a record, but you probably know that. I was so excited. I finally had a real job.”  One tear leaked down her cheek.
 
   Zane started to move around the bed. He wanted to hold her and make all the pain go away.
 
   She halted him again with a raised finger and continued.
 
   “So, when Mason realized I wasn’t going to cooperate he locked me away in his private compound in Raleigh near the airport where I met you. Mason had a second ... more personal interest in me. The night I stowed away on your airplane was my second attempt at escape. The first – ”  Her voice broke, but she swallowed and kept talking. 
 
   “The first time I tried to run, I only made it to the house garage. The man who guarded me, Jeff, took too long on his smoke break. That allowed me the couple of minutes I needed to get through the house undetected.”  
 
   She sniffled and whispered, “Mason made me watch when he shot Jeff for his lapse in duty. I have to live with that.”  Fire flashed in her eyes when she glared at him. “But I didn’t commit any of the other sins. I’ve had to live with the ones that have been forced on me.”
 
   Muscles tightened across Zane’s chest like a vise. 
 
   Did he go with the evidence that Ben gave him or what his gut was telling him? Had an obscenely wealthy man stolen art?
 
   And rare coins? 
 
   Had she been forced to mule drugs? Had her father forced her? She’d been eighteen.
 
   Some teens were hardened adults at that age and others were still naïve. Which had Angel been?
 
   His heart screamed at him that she’d been naïve and that she was telling the truth. But he’d been taught to never let emotion overrule logic and evidence. 
 
   There was only one way he could find out. One way to solve this. Only one way to really help Angel, and he’d be there for her every step of the way.
 
   His throat constricted, but he managed to get the words out. “Turn yourself in and I’ll help you any way I can. I’ll do this with you.”  If it cost him the deal with the DEA, so be it.
 
   The disappointment in her face rocked him to the core. 
 
   “You don’t believe me,” she whispered. She clutched her throat and laughed, a pained sound full of hurt and anger. 
 
   “Baby, you have to understand – ”
 
   “Oh, God, how could I have been such a fool?” she raged. “I can see it written on your face. You, the one person I trusted to know the real me, believes I’m guilty of everything.”
 
   He took that one to the midsection. Six feet of bed stood between them, but she might as well be on the other side of an ocean. 
 
   Zane made another step. 
 
   “Stop. Don’t touch me. Don’t come near me,” she warned. Her voice vibrated with unrestrained anger.
 
   “Angel, please. I’m trying to help you.”
 
   His damned cell phone rang again. 
 
   Neither moved. 
 
   The insistent chirping pierced the chasm between them. 
 
   Zane finally twisted to his right for the phone, but Angel’s movement in his peripheral vision spun him back around.
 
   She’d climbed up on the railing, facing out to nothing. 
 
   “Angel, nooooo...” he yelled, leaping on the bed and over it to reach the balcony. 
 
   She dove off the edge before he got to the glass doors.
 
   He slammed into the rail and stared in horror as she fell to the canal. Blood rushed through his head, he couldn’t hear past the roaring in his ears, couldn’t think. 
 
   Her slender frame disappeared into the water.
 
   A lifetime dragged by until she popped up, yards out from where she’d entered the canal clean as a knife. 
 
   Zane clutched his chest. His heart pounded against his breastbone like it wanted out. His breathing slowed as he watched her stroke across the canal. 
 
   Angel climbed out on the other side, kneeled on the grass, her body heaving. 
 
   She stared up at him and shook her head “no.”  
 
   He understood. She still contended he was wrong. As she stood up and jogged away, Zane wondered if he might be.
 
   All the bones in his body had turned to rubber. He staggered back into the room trying to absorb what had happened. 
 
   Then it dawned on him where she was headed. 
 
   The boat. 
 
   He snatched up his bag and phone, running to the door. 
 
   Mason was out there. The beast who had kidnapped her was out there. And the Feds had a bead on her.
 
   He had to get to her first. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter 54
 
    
 
   Zane ran down the block like he was on fire and hopped into his truck, gunned the engine, and slid a corner leaving the apartment complex where he’d parked the night before. An old couple, literally on a Sunday drive, in a powder blue mid-1980’s land yacht got in his way. 
 
   Unable to pass against the steady traffic coming toward him, he ground his teeth. 
 
   He made the turn onto Sunrise Boulevard and drove toward the bridge he had to cross to reach the beach highway. Heedless of getting pulled over this time, he whipped through traffic.
 
   Any law enforcement would just have to chase him to the marina.
 
   Cars slowed to a stop just as he started up the bridge incline. Sirens screamed in the distance. 
 
   Ah, hell, a wreck.
 
   “Dammit,” he swore in disbelief. 
 
   This would take forever.
 
   On the seat beside his leg, the cell phone began chirping. He cast a furious glance at the evil messenger then snapped it open and roared, “What?"
 
   “Whoa, bud. Just thought I’d give you, as an old radio announcer used to say, the rest of the story,” Ben answered.
 
   “You’ve told me enough to hang her. What else is there?”
 
   “I’ve actually got something good to tell you.” 
 
   “Oh?”  Good news would be a welcome change.
 
   “Here’s the rundown. She was a high school champion track star and long distance runner, Olympic material. Fifteen or twenty top universities offered her a scholarship, but Stanford won out, then reneged after she was arrested.”
 
   “I’d figured something along those lines,” Zane interjected.
 
   “She spent her summers working as a bicycle courier in New York,” Ben continued. “Her mother died of alcoholism. Doesn’t look like she knew her father dealt drugs. Her arrest was the only instance when she’d ever been involved in anything illegal. There’s speculation that she got railroaded by the DA and the detective, some questionable circumstances. Something about the whole case was predicated on one fingerprint.”
 
   No wonder she meticulously wipes her prints away.
 
   Red taillights glared at Zane all the way up to the span of the bridge. Throwing himself from the pinnacle of the steel structure was a consideration, but too kind for what he deserved. He’d never really listened to Angel’s side once he’d gotten Ben’s first report, just assumed the worst. 
 
   She must hate him. 
 
   Join the club. He hated himself. 
 
   “One more thing.”  Ben interrupted Zane’s self-abasement.
 
   Zane cut him off. “I don’t know which is irritating me more right now, your voice or this damn phone that brings it to me.”
 
   “Hey, bud, you’ve got to hear this. That 1933 Saint-Gauden’s Double Eagle gold piece is from the Boston heist.” 
 
   “She claims she wasn’t involved in the heist.”  But he hadn’t believed her. Not hands down the way she’d expected. She’d still believed in him even though she’d known since yesterday that he hadn’t given her his real name. The belief humbled him to his toes. 
 
   He hadn’t deserved it. Still didn’t. 
 
   “She might be telling the truth,” Ben said, moving on with his damned report. “She doesn’t sound sophisticated enough to be the original thief, because we’re talking only a handful of people in the world who could have gotten past that security. Whoever she took it from is probably very unhappy. Add that to the FBI and she has some major players gunning for her.”
 
   Sweat broke out on Zane’s forehead. Everything was so convoluted at this point. He needed backup, but that would mean bringing Vance in on this, which put Ben on the spot because of doing these favors for Zane off the record. There was protocol for everything. The last thing he wanted to do was tarnish Ben’s reputation. And he sure as hell wasn’t asking Ben to back him up in the field when Ben hadn’t even taken his wife and baby home from the hospital yet. 
 
   The best he could do right now was call in a tip to local authorities or the FBI. And with Mason Lorde’s resources, that could well get Angel killed.
 
   Shit.
 
   Zane had no one to call.
 
   Traffic turned into a parking lot on the bridge. 
 
   That left Angel running solo until he found her.
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter 55
 
    
 
   The tropical depression had definitely disintegrated by mid-morning, turning Ft. Lauderdale into a sauna. Angel climbed out of the parts delivery truck in which she’d hitched a ride and thanked the young guy for the lift. He’d been kind enough to drop her close to the marina. 
 
   She watched her back, jogging toward the far end. To enter through the front gates didn’t seem at all prudent with everybody and their brother after her. At the property line, she skirted the outside of the fence until she located an opening in the ragged box-wire. 
 
   Not much of a deterrent.
 
   A few boats traveled from the direction of the bay down the wide canal toward the marina. More cars and trucks filled the lot than had the day she’d stopped by with Zane. People were still out celebrating the holiday.
 
   Easing over to the closest dock, she slipped into the bathtub temperature saltwater and found it refreshing compared to the humidity she’d endured since diving off the balcony. 
 
   Training for triathlons meant swimming miles of rough currents, but little diving practice. Zane’s frantic scream had trailed behind her until she’d hit the water, jarring her teeth. 
 
   She’d made a few dives over the years and would like to say she’d calculated the jump, but the truth was that luck had smiled on her. 
 
   She just as easily could have broken her neck. The dive had been her last resort. From the look on Zane’s face after he’d heard her record, she’d known he was going to turn her over to the police. His suggestion that she turn herself in had pushed her onto the rail and over the balcony edge.
 
   Turning herself in would have been suicidal with Mason still loose. 
 
   Her choices seemed destined to go from bad to unbelievably worse. Zane hated drugs. Worked for the blasted DEA. He had to be sickened once he heard she’d been convicted of transporting drugs, especially after spending the night making love.
 
   She’d been prepared for the hurt of walking away from him.
 
   That he immediately assumed the worst of her was a crushing blow, worse than anything she’d faced before. She tried not to fault him, but it broke her heart to find out, too late, that he was no different than any of the other people who’d turned their backs on her and believed what was easy. 
 
   When would one person give her a break? 
 
   She should be upset with him for deceiving her, for sneaking around behind her back to dig into her business. However, she hadn’t told him anything about her situation. In Zane’s shoes, would she have reacted the same way? 
 
   Maybe, maybe not. She’d never been in love until now, but cared enough for Zane to give him the benefit of the doubt. And she’d prove her innocence to him before she left. 
 
   First, she had to drive Mason away.
 
   A few marina inhabitants reclined lazily on the rear decks of their boats backed up to the dock walkway. They were clueless that a woman stroked silently through the water beyond their bows.
 
   Angel made the turn at the end of the dock so she could swim past each row until reaching the one for Zane’s boat. She dove under water, paddling hard, and surfaced at the next dock, then continued the same process. 
 
   When she reached Zane’s boat, she floated to the rear and climbed up a short metal ladder. The first thing she noticed were the boat curtains, which meant he’d put the coins somewhere else, and finding them would be even more difficult. 
 
   If they were even on the boat.
 
   With a fast check of the parking lot and dock, she scurried down into the cabin to search for the coins.
 
   She dug through cabinets and felt along cubbyholes, then stuck her head out carefully to see if anyone approached. Mason had men everywhere. If they’d found her at Zane’s apartment, wouldn’t they know about the boat? If so, why hadn’t they searched it?
 
   Nothing had been disturbed. The only alteration was the elusive canvas curtain now surrounding the cockpit.
 
   Where would Zane hide the coins if he’d left them here?
 
   She didn’t think he’d found them until yesterday morning when he came by to check on the boat without her. They could be here or in his truck. Or in his airplane. 
 
   But when she’d nailed him about the boat, he hadn’t denied it. 
 
   She was wasting time wondering. She’d search the boat and pray for a miracle. 
 
   Shoving aside the cushions covering the bed in the cabin, she began methodically going through compartments that stored life jackets and stopped again to scan outside for anyone within close proximity. She went back to hunting through watertight bags and tackle boxes she found, almost forgetting to keep watch. 
 
   The next time Angel stuck her head out of the cabin, a black Land Rover swung inside the marina and parked across the lot near the entrance. She squinted to see if they were just going to observe or come to the boat.
 
   CK climbed out of the sport utility. Oh God, the monster who’d abducted her. 
 
   She ducked into the cabin and yanked drawers open until she found the ignition keys, then jumped up on deck. Her heart climbed into her throat when another Land Rover drove up to the first one and Mason emerged. 
 
   Her hand shook violently. She stabbed the first key at the ignition, hitting all around the hole until it went in. She got the second one in place and realized she had to untie ropes then flip on the battery and pump the do-ma-hickey down in the deck to prime something. 
 
   Mason was talking to CK who pointed toward the boat a couple of times, then CK started striding toward her dock.
 
   She tucked down close to the deck, crab-walking across the weathered teak. At each cleat above her head, she reached up and unwound the ropes, jerking them loose and letting them fall to the water. Thank goodness they were all looped in simple S formations.
 
   Down on the boat deck, she twisted a pitted chrome catch to open a section of the floor covering the engines. When the latch flipped up, she pushed the covering aside, shoved her hand in until she found the rubber balls and squeezed hard several times.
 
   She stayed hunched over and scuttled through the curtains to the cockpit, jumped up and pulled the control handles to the middle like Zane had. When she glanced over her shoulder to check on CK, he was nearing the beginning of the dock to Zane’s boat. 
 
   Angel twisted both keys at once. The motors turned over and over, but neither cranked. She glanced back up the dock. 
 
   The demon of her future nightmares hesitated then stuck his head forward and started running like he’d just realized she was on the boat. 
 
   Somewhere behind him another man shouted something she couldn’t make out. 
 
   Twisting the keys again, she begged the churning motors to start. One caught. She kept turning the other one. It caught. She pulled hard on the gears, throwing the boat in reverse, ramming the dock. 
 
   Bad idea, bad idea.
 
   She reached over and shoved the gears ahead.
 
   The boat lurched to one side, slamming into the walkway next to her, bouncing hard enough to toss her sideways. Motors whined in protest when the boat hung up on the right side of the slip. 
 
   She clawed her way up and watched in horror as the monster closed in to fifteen feet away. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter 56
 
    
 
   Zane spun into the marina parking lot past two black sport utilities with gold triangle logos. A man with blonde hair was climbing into one, but Zane couldn’t spend the time to investigate. He’d skidded to a stop near his dock just as he caught sight of the giant who had kidnapped Angel stepping onto the wooden planks. 
 
   Jumping from his truck, Zane raced after the kidnapper. 
 
   The hulking beast hesitated briefly then started running. 
 
   Angel had to be on his boat.
 
   “Hey!”  Zane bellowed as he charged ahead with his weapon drawn, glad to see most of the slips empty with boats out for the holiday after the front had passed.
 
   The giant didn’t slow his pace. 
 
   Zane’s gaze shot past him to the stern of his boat that hit the dock, rattling the pilings. “Stop or I’ll shoot,” he yelled.
 
   A man came out of the cabin of a boat way down the dock, shouted something then disappeared into his boat. 
 
    Never missing a step, the big man threw his arm behind him and fired wildly at Zane. A shot ricocheted off a boat and splintered a wooden rafter.
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter 57
 
    
 
   Angel ducked when she heard gunshots then lunged for the boat controls. 
 
   She wrenched hard on the wheel. The boat bounced left, knocking her sideways, but she held on. She threw a look over her shoulder.
 
   Ten feet out from the boat, CK dove forward, angled for the rear corner. 
 
   Released from being hung up, the heavy cabin cruiser lunged forward under full power. The boat wheel slipped from her grip. She turned to fight for control, to spin the boat away from two boats in the next dock over.
 
   Another gunshot and gargled shouts carried over the motor rumble, but she couldn’t let go of the wheel to look. She fought to get the boat to open water. Zane’s ark plowed around the small waterway between the two rows of docks like an out-of-control, wind-up toy. Every turn she made was over-steered, curving the boat around in a hard left, then a hard right. 
 
   She missed a sleek yacht sticking out from the next dock over, but bounced a piling on a slip at the end. Comprehension struck as she exited the marina and her panic level lowered. Angel tugged the controls back halfway to neutral. The bow lowered in the water when the motors chugged down to an idle. 
 
   With the boat under control, she jerked around to see what had happened to her pursuer, but by now other boats blocked her view.
 
   More gunfire popped. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter 58
 
    
 
   “Hey, you!” Zane shouted again, pounding down the dock to where his boat was fighting its way out of the slip. 
 
   Heavy soles pounded the wooden boards behind him. A squeeze play was coming with him in the middle.
 
   Another shot blasted at him from up ahead. The bullet skipped against the piling next to his foot. The crazy bastard dove towards his boat. 
 
   Zane leveled his Sig and fired at the bulky target stretched out in mid-air. When he reached the slip, his boat was gyrating its way out of the marina and blood spread across the water in the slip. 
 
   He was a crack shot and he’d aimed for center of body mass. Anything it took to stop the threat to Angel. 
 
   The man’s bald head bobbed along, face down on the surface. He thrashed a hand against the water. 
 
   Zane shoved his weapon into the holster he’d tucked into the waistband at the small of his back, and picked up a rope to throw. “Hold on!” he shouted, intending to keep the enormous mass from drowning.
 
   The giant’s shiny head rolled back, baring a heinous smile. He raised his good arm from under water to point a Glock 45 at Zane. 
 
   With both hands full of rope and no time to react, Zane flinched and turned sideways to present a smaller target. 
 
   A shot fired from close by centered the kidnapper’s forehead. He disappeared beneath the surface, sinking like a lead ball. 
 
   Who the hell had...
 
   A baritone yelled, “Drop your weapon and show your hands.” 
 
   Ah, shit. Zane’s weapon hit the wooden dock with a clatter. He lifted his hands as he jerked around to see who had killed the kidnapper.
 
   Two African American men in dark gray suits jogged up, both with guns drawn. The taller of the two kept coming and kicked Zane’s gun away. 
 
   “Who the hell are you?” Zane demanded, but he could make a pretty good guess.
 
   “FBI. Are you Zane Jackson?”
 
   Well, hell. Just as he thought. This won’t go well. “Yes.”
 
   “Was that Angelina Farentino in the boat?”
 
   Angel. Zane spun away, all concern for his safety gone. His hands shook as he ran to the end of the dock. 
 
   Mason had almost gotten her. 
 
   One of the two FBI agents close behind Zane yelled, “She can’t go anywhere. We’ve got the entrance to the bay blocked. In another fifteen minutes, we’ll have her.”
 
   Zane’s mind raced. How was he going to protect Angel from the FBI? He couldn’t let them take her. She’d trusted him and he’d turned his back on her. She’d pleaded her innocence. He had to get to her first and tell her he believed her. Then he’d find a way to get her out of this mess.
 
   He reached the end of the dock, barely able to see his boat motoring slowly down the far side of the empty canal. 
 
   Drawing in a breath to yell her name, he hoped against the odds of being heard.
 
   The cabin cruiser exploded into a fireball.
 
   Zane’s screams echoed across the calm water.
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter 59
 
    
 
   Information flew around Zane’s head like angry, fluttering birds, some of it finding a way into his mind.
 
   Some of it passed by unnoticed with the end of the day. Twilight was overtaking the water. The FBI and local police had cordoned off the marina, but people who’d been on their boats when the shooting started couldn’t leave, and were milling around.
 
   Everyone was talking about the explosion.
 
   No one had been near Zane’s boat when it blew. Angel had been running the boat down the undeveloped side of the canal so the casualties were low. 
 
   Just one dead Angel and an emotionally destroyed pilot.
 
   Zane had been numb as he’d gone through the motions of crime scene wrap up as if caught in the world of the walking dead. He’d answered questions over and over. 
 
   Yes, he had a permit to carry his weapon. 
 
   No, he shouldn’t have been firing it in a public area. 
 
   Yes, he knew who had been on his boat. No, he didn’t know the actual identity of the man the FBI had shot. 
 
   And all the time he kept waiting for somebody to slap handcuffs on him for taking the first shot at the hulking kidnapper. Carrying a weapon with a permit was fine in Florida.
 
   Using it to shoot another person? 
 
   That got a lot more complicated. 
 
   Turns out Ben and the DEA had let the FBI know that Zane was one of them. Zane had no clue how they’d pulled that off, or whether that would end his gig as an informant. 
 
   Finally Ben had arrived at the scene with Dan MacPherson, the boss they called Mac, and he’d pulled some strings with the local police, not-so-subtly hinting that they, too, should back the hell off. Ben swore they’d done it all without blowing whatever was left of Zane’s informant cover, but Zane had his doubts.
 
   Then Mac did the oddest thing. He hung around and talked to Zane about nothing in particular. As though Mac wanted to console him. Maybe because at that point, FBI agents and emergency personnel had pulled back from him, as though he were a rabid wolf to be avoided. 
 
   Understandable. They’d watched him howl like a wounded animal at the end of the dock, after all. 
 
   He didn’t care.
 
   His cell phone had chirped one time too many. It had sunk faster than CK. He now knew the street name of the bastard who’d taken Angel from Zane’s apartment. 
 
   Useful information. He supposed.
 
   Mac talked quietly. He’d heard about the High Vision shipment and how the bust had fallen apart. Zane needed to come in for a debrief, but that could wait for a couple days. 
 
   Zane nodded every so often. He wasn’t processing much, but he owed Mac for pulling the strings to keep him out of one hell of a red tape snarl. Ordinarily he’d have to go in for questioning. 
 
   Still, nodding was the best he could do when he teetered so close to losing his mind.
 
   Speaking softly, Mac shared what he knew on Angel that he’d put together between Ben’s information and talking to the FBI. Once Ben had told Zane that Angel was probably innocent, he’d made a judgment call and gone straight to Mac for help. That had paid off, but Ben had clearly been worried that his best friend would take it as betrayal. 
 
   No way in hell. Zane had told him so, but Zane sucked at putting words together right now. He’d explain better later. 
 
   “The FBI didn’t want Angel caught in the crossfire,” Mac explained.
 
   Zane surfaced from his semi-catatonic state at hearing her name.
 
   Mac continued in that same even cadence. “FBI knew she wasn’t involved with Mason. They’d had her under surveillance for a while, planning to approach her as a possible way into Mason’s illegal activities. They assumed when she disappeared from her job at the warehouse that Mason was likely the reason. They’d had agents watching for her all over the southeast. One of their local men reported seeing her the night she was at De Nikki’s with you.”  So that’s why she ran – that time. Zane nodded at Mac. “She spotted the agent even when I didn’t,” he said, drawing on his ingrained discipline to function or they’d drag him off in a straightjacket. “She took off out the bathroom window.”   
 
   And Zane had assumed she was being irrational. Oh how the mighty had fallen.
 
   Mac nodded. “Sounds like she was running scared from everybody, including Mason.”  
 
    Somehow, that bastard Mason had slipped away from the marina when all the action started, but the FBI believed they could still nail him. 
 
   It would have made their lives easier if Angel had lived.
 
   Mine, too. 
 
   The FBI had uncovered enough about her one conviction to prove she hadn’t intentionally delivered drugs, Mac had told him. She’d been set up. 
 
   Hmm, that was also good to know, Zane mused, not giving a flying damn about any of it. 
 
   Someone walked up to ask him if he wanted the paramedics to check him out before they packed up and left. “No,” he answered. He wasn’t injured – physically.
 
   Mac finally realized he was talking to an empty shell and asked Zane to come see him next week then walked away.
 
   Someone else tried to talk to Zane about the coins again. Zane had lost interest and wandered away. He didn’t care about coins. 
 
   He wanted Angel. 
 
   He had no idea how much time had passed when he noticed dark had settled over the marina, but the divers had gone home, exhausted, without finding a second body. 
 
   Only CK’s. 
 
   Eventually everyone else had dispersed. The FBI agent who returned Zane’s weapon – yet another string Mac had pulled –  mentioned he’d be in touch in a day or two, when Zane was feeling better. 
 
   A day or two? Was that all it would take to stop the gut-wrenching pain? 
 
   Fog drifted in off the water. Tears trickled down each side of his nose as he strolled along the deserted seawall away from the marina, away from the world. 
 
   He didn’t want to leave here. 
 
   He wanted Angel.
 
   As if he’d conjured her ghost, Angel floated along the seawall toward him, surrounded by a heavy mist. She wore the jog bra and shorts from earlier. He’d always wondered if ghosts really looked the same as when they’d lived.
 
   Her dark copper hair glowed. She looked every bit an angel. 
 
   His angel was talking. Cool. If he were going completely mad, then he wanted to hear her voice, too.
 
   “I’m sorry,” Angel said. She floated closer and closer. “I had to get Mason to leave. I didn’t mean to hurt you.”
 
   His throat constricted. He hoped Angel could hear him, from wherever she was now. Wherever angels went when they left this realm. He forced the words out. “It was my fault. I should have believed you. I’m the one who’s sorry.”  Seeing her was killing him. He wanted to touch her, but you couldn’t touch a vision. Could you?
 
   She kept coming nearer. 
 
   He could see her legs and feet moving. 
 
   “Zane, I’m sorry about your boat.”
 
   “I don’t care. I wish you’d come back to me.”  Strips of his heart peeled away, one raw section at a time. 
 
   “I did come back to you,” she said fervently, almost close enough for him to grab. The mist swirled between them and he blinked quickly so he wouldn’t lose her.
 
   “But I want you alive!” he cried out. “I love you and I should have protected you.”
 
   “I am alive,” she whispered right in front of him. “You did protect me.”  She reached up and touched his face.
 
   Dear God. Was she really here? Had he gone off the deep end?
 
   Zane hovered between reality and fantasy for a split second then forced himself to accept the truth. “You’re not real.”
 
   “Yes I am, Zane. Touch me.”   
 
   He reached out, hand quivering with the desire to believe she still lived. His fingers touched her face that was solid ... and warm. She was real? 
 
   He pulled her into his arms. Joy like he’d never felt in his life filled him. He had Angel back in his arms. He kissed her everywhere. He couldn’t stop touching her.
 
   “You’re alive,” he croaked in a raspy voice. “I don’t understand, but I don’t care.”
 
   “I’m so sorry,” she cried against his throat. 
 
   He was afraid she’d disappear, afraid this wasn’t real, but none of that mattered.
 
   Angel was back.
 
   Their lips met. His kiss begged her forgiveness, promised her the world and thanked God for a miracle called Angel. 
 
   She pushed back a tiny bit, but Zane wouldn’t relinquish his hold. He’d never let go.
 
   “How can you be here?” he asked in wonder.
 
   “I had to make Mason go away. He wouldn’t as long as I was alive,” she explained. “While the boat was going slow, I dug out some rags and tied them together. Then I stuffed them down the gas tank and found matches in the drawers.” 
 
   She kissed him, a gentle wisp across his chin. “You said gas fumes were combustible, worse than fuel. So I lit the end of the rags and slipped overboard on the far side of the boat and swam for all I was worth. I’m sorry I blew up your boat.”
 
   “Honey, I’ll let you blow up a thousand boats if you promise to stay with me forever.”
 
   She smiled, her eyes full of hope. “I will now that I know I can prove my innocence. Just give me some time.”
 
   He hadn’t thought he’d ever laugh again, but a chuckle bubbled up. “You aren’t guilty of anything, just like you said. Nobody wants to arrest you.”
 
   “I don’t understand.”
 
   “The FBI had you under surveillance. They knew you weren’t part of Mason’s operation and were hunting you to use as a witness against Mason. They also have information to clear your name from the drug transporting conviction when you were a teen.” 
 
   “Really?”  That one breathless word conveyed just how much she’d been hurt by the wrongful conviction. 
 
   Zane caressed her soft cheek. “I’m so sorry about not accepting what you told me, and for what your father did to you. No one can give you that back, but I’m willing to spend the rest of my life making you happy. I’ll tell the FBI I hid the coins on the boat and they’re gone. They’ll just have to deal with it.”
 
   She graced him with a blazing smile. “The coins aren’t gone.”
 
   “Yes they are, baby. I stuck them under the anchor rope.”
 
   “I know. When I pulled the anchor rope out to tie the wheel, I found them. The bag of coins is lying about fifty feet behind me on the seawall.”
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter 60
 
    
 
   Chatton finished washing her hands in the bathroom onboard the private jet traveling from London to Paris. The airplane offered a safe meeting location for three passengers who trusted no one, especially each other.
 
   Being seen together would be unwise considering their individual positions within three different governments. 
 
   As an MI6 agent, she worked alone, but she’d wormed her way into the Czarion alliance to find out who had been systematically killing off everyone in her Macintosh family line for over three decades. 
 
   She should be dead, too. The assassin who’d killed her mother must have been bloody pissed when he couldn’t find Chatton, a two-year-old at the time. 
 
   She’d had a habit of climbing into cabinets and falling asleep. That’s where her father, an MI6 agent at the time, had discovered her. 
 
   He’d made sure she was never vulnerable again. Before he’d died, he’d passed on files detailing deaths in her Macintosh family, both accidental and intentional. He’d taught her many valuable lessons, but one to be remembered above all. 
 
   Those with the money manipulate power in the civilized world, but the one who knows their secrets owns the money movers. 
 
   Possessing a powerful secret trumped bank accounts any day and provided the best resource for tracking prey.
 
   Her father’s research went back many generations and had uncovered a surprise – an ancient group known as the Orion Hunters. People who searched for five artifacts believed to unlock the mystery behind Orion’s Legacy that prophesized the Final Conflict, a war to end all others. 
 
   Chatton’s eye muscles should be stretched out from rolling them every time she read another warning about the “Final Conflict” of the world. She was a skeptic of the nth degree on this Orion Legacy crap, but no believer had ever studied the Orion Hunters as thoroughly as she had. 
 
   She’d used that knowledge to locate Wayan, an advisor to China’s Party Chief, and the General, a powerful player in the US Pentagon. Both were her traveling companions on this private flight. 
 
   Time for the Czarion meeting. Only the second one since she’d joined ten months ago. She did a final touch on the pretty thirty-two-year-old face she still didn’t recognize sometimes, any more than she recognized the golden-brown hair that fell to her shoulders. 
 
   Giving one last brush of her hand down the front of her flawless black Christian Dior suit, she exited the bathroom at the rear of the aircraft, feeling naked without a weapon. 
 
   She glided past two of Wayan’s guards who eyed everyone as if constantly assessing the quickest way to kill them. She and the General had security personnel onboard as well and all six guards had swept the cabin for bugs.
 
   Her personal guard stepped forward as soon as she entered the cabin. She said, “Yes?”
 
   “Your purse was searched.”
 
   She’d intentionally left her Hermis Birkin purse in the meeting area when she’d excused herself. “As I expected.”
 
   Having made his report, her man nodded and returned to his position behind where she’d sit across from the other two men who lounged in identical cushy leather armchairs. “Gentlemen.”
 
   Wayan nodded in his formal way with elbows on the chair, arms and hands steepled. His round face, chopped black hair, and thin black mustache reminded her of a little boy playing grown-up due to the youthful face and slender build for a man of forty-four years. 
 
   The General’s buzz cut kept his odd red hair to a minimum distraction since he was African American. An attractive forty-nine-year-old who wasn’t really a general. 
 
   That made her the baby of the group, if they were foolish enough to discount her as such. 
 
   Lifting her purse, she stuffed the small cosmetic bag inside. She wanted to smile, because neither of the two men had opened the tampon package that concealed her listening device. 
 
   Men. So predictable when it came to feminine products. As if their testosterone levels would drop by touching one.
 
   She opened the meeting by addressing the General. “Did you acquire the St. Gaulden’s coins needed for the exchange?”
 
   “No.”
 
   Wayan immediately frowned, hands tensing slightly then easing quickly to hide the reaction. “You lost the coins?”
 
   “That’s not what I said,” the General replied in a gravelly voice full of curt censure. “Mason Lorde had an employee who stole the coins. I gave Lorde a five-day deadline to produce them or lose his operation.”
 
   “So he missed the deadline?” Chatton asked, considering what it would take to coordinate an operation in the States right now. The beauty of having partners was that someone else could perform an op in your home country and insulate you from suspicion. 
 
   “Not exactly. The FBI found the coins first and are moving them to a protected location to keep as evidence.”
 
   Wayan inquired in his polite way that hid the sociopath inside, “Will the coins be vulnerable during this transport?”
 
   The General shook his head. “No, but the personnel involved in the transport and security of the coins include my resources.”
 
   “But that will not gain us the panel from the Amber Room,” Wayan argued, impatiently patting his fingers against each other. 
 
   The Amber Room panel was one of the world’s greatest treasures and had once belonged to King Wilhelm I then Tsar Peter the Great. Many believed that all of the room was lost when Königsberg Castle burned during World War II. 
 
   But four panels were saved – or so the legend said – one of which held a part of the Orion Legacy. 
 
   She didn’t care about ancient mysteries. She wanted to find the person or persons behind the mass murder of her family. And to know what these two would do on the off chance they actually found all five artifacts of the legacy.
 
   Whether the prophecy was real or not, Wayan and the General were both in positions to influence the leaders of the US and China, and they could orchestrate a crisis that would trigger a world war. 
 
   She played along and offered a smidgeon of support to Wayan. “I agree with Wayan if we can confirm which one of the four Amber panels is on the market – ”
 
   Wayan cut in. “We must acquire all the panels no matter what.”
 
   “But the one we’re looking for has an identifying mark.”
 
   “This is not negotiable.”  Wayan threw a sharp look at the General. “We must have those coins.”
 
   She hated dealing with fanatics.
 
   When the General sighed, he sounded like a grizzly, put out at having to kill a critter that wasn’t worth the effort to leave his cave. “Once we confirm the Amber Room panel is definitely available, I will get to the coins.” Dismissing Wayan by swinging his attention to Chatton, the General asked, “What have you found out?” 
 
   She did enjoy seeing those two eyeing each other like reptiles on the attack. “Mason Lorde thought he was going to trade the coins to Mendelson, but the German does not have the panel.”  Mendelson had been tough to investigate and would be even harder to find, but she was not easily deterred. “I haven’t discovered Mendelson’s true interest since he’s basically an intel broker. The best I can determine, he picked up rumors that another party has one of the panels, and he understood that this person would trade for eight St. Gaulden Double Eagle coins if one of them was a 1933.” 
 
   “A fortune hunter,” Wayan interjected with disgust. As though he thought being a fortune hunter was a perversion. Then Wayan lifted one of his thin black eyebrows. “Is there any chance this Mendelson could be an Orion Hunter, perhaps one of the Teutonic Knights?”
 
   Chatton had considered that possibility and executed thorough research. She felt reasonably certain Mendelson was not a descendant of the German family believed to possess one of the five artifacts. 
 
   “I don’t think so,” she answered Wayan. “Mendelson deals in illegal arms and classified information. He’s known for capturing assets and either negotiating a profitable trade immediately or...”  She paused when the repugnant pictures of Mendelson’s interrogations clicked past her mind’s eye. “...extracting information, which he then sells. I believe his interest is purely monetary, but that does not keep him from being a useful tool.”
 
   “The coins were recovered in Florida?” Wayan asked.
 
   The General shifted in his chair, a sign his back was bothering him again. “Yes. Just north of Miami, which reminds me. I have news on High Vision. I orchestrated a bust on one of their shipments going into Jacksonville.”
 
   He did what? Chatton rounded on him. “High Vision doesn’t ship anything illegal into Jacksonville. As I understood it, they needed a gateway into Miami for their black market drugs, and you were going to arrange that.”
 
   “They do and I did,” the General confirmed. “But for the past month High Vision wouldn’t come to the table no matter what I offered them. They didn’t want to be in our debt. I had to show them that they could either work with us or face constant scrutiny from authorities of all their operations in the United States. Once I had their attention with the Jacksonville shipment, they changed their tune and asked to meet. I’ve assured them easy access to south Florida.”
 
   Wayan didn’t actually smile, but his eyes brightened with enthusiasm. “And they understand what we expect in trade?”
 
   In trade? More like an international shakedown plan. Chatton had to give these two credit some days. She might not always agree with their methods, but they did get results. 
 
   The General shifted again and grunted at an ache. “When the time comes for them to repay this favor, they will use their people to transport our shipment.”
 
   “Excellent.”  Wayan said. It was the closest he came to a fist pump celebration.
 
   Chatton had heard nothing of this. “What are they transporting?”
 
   Waving a hand in dismissal, the General said, “Something Wayan and I agreed upon before you came along.”
 
   Did he really think she would allow them to keep her out of the loop on anything? She let it go for now and turned the conversation back to getting the rest of the General’s report on the coins. “What of Mason Lorde, General? Is he contained?”
 
   The General rarely smiled, but the tiny lift at the corner of his mouth counted as one. “Oh, yes, he is contained.”  The corner of his mouth lifted higher. “Yes, indeed.”  
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter 61
 
    
 
   Four months later...
 
    
 
   Zane placed the Titan on autopilot and leaned back, content in a way he’d never expected. More so now that he was back with Angel after a fourteen-hour stint for the DEA. Being gone for days had never been a problem before, but now he counted minutes every time he left home until he could get back to Angel. 
 
   That’s what happened when you found the woman you couldn’t live without. 
 
   “How dressy is this party?” Angel wondered aloud as she poured Zane a cup of coffee. “I don’t know how anyone can get excited about Christmas in Florida.” 
 
   “The longer you live here, the more normal it seems. You’ll see all kind of styles tomorrow night.”  He took a sip and said, “Everything you wear looks terrific on ... or off.”
 
   She rolled her eyes at him and switched topics. “I can’t wait for Trish to get back from her buying trip.”
 
   “She probably misses you and Heidi just as much. I’m amazed at the change in her in only four months. I never realized she had the makings of a business dynamo.”
 
   “Her new shop is going to go gangbusters,” Angel said then grimaced. “I hope she takes some time off after she gets back. She’s been on the road a lot.”
 
   Talk about reasons to be happy. Trish had shifted into high gear after she’d gone through rehab. Those days had been tough, but Angel’s presence had made the difference for him and Trish. His sister had blossomed into the strong woman Angel had seen even when he couldn’t. 
 
   Zane chuckled. “I don’t think you’re going to slow her down anytime soon and she’s fine. Heidi would let us know if anything changed.”  He leaned across to run his hand over Angel’s cheek. “Don’t get chilled. I can push the heat up if you’re cold.”
 
   “I’m fine, so stop fussing over me.”  She smiled then sighed. “I’ll be really fine when the trial is done.”
 
   “Honey, get used to being doted on.”  He grinned back at her, thinking he’d never get tired of having her near to pamper. “And the trial is going to be a cakewalk. The FBI only needs you to corroborate their information and timelines.”  
 
   “Lorde’s organization imploded once his people realized he was gone. Everyone’s rolling over and cutting deals.” Reaching over again, he brushed a strand of hair behind her ear, another excuse to touch her. Seeing her mother’s heirloom ring dangling from the chain around her neck had him wishing she’d have hocked a dozen rings. 
 
   You’d think he’d brought her the Hope diamond the night he walked in with that. Damn, he got hard just thinking about the way she’d thanked him that night. 
 
   She asked, “Didn’t you think it was suspicious that he committed suicide?”
 
   Yes, but he didn’t want her worrying over it. “Not really. He had to know the FBI was close on his trail. Took the coward’s way out, which fit.”
 
   She scrunched her shoulders. “I just couldn’t see Mason Lorde eating a bullet out of fear. Not someone with his international contacts and financial resources. I would have expected him to run for a while, at least. But I’m glad I don’t have to face him in court.”
 
   Zane was, too. 
 
   She asked, “How’s the High Vision thing coming along?”
 
   Angel could change mental gears faster than he flipped switches in the cockpit. 
 
   “Everything with that group is strange. They get busted in Jacksonville and end up the victims. Not one thing illegal ever turned up in that shipment. The DEA knows they’re smuggling contraband into the country through Florida because they follow the trail in reverse when they find it on the street. But High Vision keeps getting tipped to their raids. Has to be a leak in the operation somewhere.”  He did a quick check of the instruments and the open skies around the plane and added, “But Mac’s got a plan.” 
 
   “Is it something you can tell me?”
 
   He appreciated that she understood when he couldn’t talk about some things. Mac had brought Zane in to work more closely with his group, and that meant Zane had more sensitive information. “He’s bringing in some new blood. Individuals from different agencies to work on the task force. Especially one guy who we hope can find the mole.”
 
   “A field operative?”
 
   “Probably.”
 
   Angel tapped her fingers nervously on her thigh. “Will you have to work much with this new guy?” she asked in a pensive voice. 
 
   “Nah, from what I hear, it’s mostly just keeping an eye on him. He’s something of a loner.” 
 
   She still drummed her fingers, worrying.
 
   He couldn’t have that. 
 
   Mac didn’t want anyone talking about changes taking place, but the part involving Zane wasn’t classified and his wife’s peace of mind was his priority at the moment. “Speaking of my work, Mac is making some changes in their charter service needs.”
 
   Her finger tapping picked up speed. “Like what?”
 
   “He wants to add more planes to the operation.”
 
   She swung around, mouth open. “He’s going to split up your business with others?” 
 
   “No, honey. He’s giving me three more airplanes, paid for, that will operate like I’ve been doing. They’ll be part of Black Jack Charters. They’ll work for me.”
 
   Her eyes lit up. “That’s great news.”
 
   It was. Much as he loved flying, he was looking forward to being home more. He had reason.
 
   He made a minor adjustment to the controls then returned the airplane to autopilot and switched topics on her this time. “What are you going to do with the reward money for finding the coins?” 
 
   He’d never forget the surprise on her face when Angel heard about the six-figure reward offered for the return of the coins. In an effort to make up for the wrongs she’d suffered, the FBI made sure Angel received every penny.
 
   “I’d like to go back to school,” she began. “But I also want to help other women. I don’t have an exact plan, but Trish and I have kicked around some ideas.”
 
   Reference to school made him reflect on her scholarship and lost running opportunities. “Are you disappointed you couldn’t compete in this year’s Tamarind Triathlon?”
 
   “No, but you should feel guilty. It’s all your fault,” she declared, a teasing sparkle in her eyes.
 
   “Nay, nay.”   He shook his finger tauntingly at her. “I’ll take fifty percent of the responsibility, Mrs. Jackson. Good thing I made an honest woman of you when I did.”  He cocked an eyebrow at her.
 
   “I did not lie. I just suggested that the pill was an effective birth control. I never said I was taking the pill. I had no idea being pregnant took so much energy. I’ve run marathons that didn’t kick my butt the way my first three months did.”  Angel patted her middle that had the beginnings of a baby bump, and smiled wryly at him. “And you said you married me right after the explosion so you could keep me legally locked away.”  
 
   Zane rolled his eyes and laughed. “You’ll be able to compete next year. Junior and I will be at the finish line to cheer you on as you win.”
 
   “Junior? You better prepare yourself for the possibility of a girl.”
 
   Zane envisioned holding a little girl in another five months. She’d have pale coppery hair and border on perfection if at least half of her genes came from her mother.
 
   “Honey, nothing would make me happier. I’m partial to angels.”
 
    
 
   The End
 
   ***
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   Behold, I send an Angel before thee, to keep thee in the way, and to bring thee into the place which I have prepared.
 
   ~Exodus 23:20
 
    
 
    
 
   Prologue
 
    
 
   St. Regis Hotel
 
   New York, New York
 
    
 
   Since introducing himself to Miss Katherine Elizabeth Pudding, estate executor Tom Silverstein craved only one thing. Whisky. 
 
   Aqua vitae. The water of life. Any brand, any age, so long as there was plenty of it. 
 
   Shrugging out of his wrinkled suit coat, he could—to his dismay—still picture Miss Pudding, the new heir to Castle Blackstone, smiling benignly from behind her desk as he told her about her inheritance and all it entailed. 
 
   She was still smiling when she led him through the doors of the nearest police station, where she insisted he be fingerprinted and interrogated. She did apologize profusely after the police verified his credentials, but it still took him the rest of the day and the better part of the night to convince her it was in her best interests to travel with him to Scotland, to at least see her inheritance. 
 
   He tossed his briefcase onto the king-sized bed and reached into the in-room liquor cabinet for the cut crystal decanter labeled Scotch. He drained two finger’s worth of whisky in one swallow and refilled the tumbler. Drink in hand, he picked up the phone. His beloved and very pregnant wife, Margaret, answered the first ring. 
 
   The relief that came into her voice on hearing his warmed him in a way whisky never would. He asked, “Are ye feeling well, love?”
 
   “Aye, but where have ye been? I’ve been worryin’ myself sick.”
 
   Reluctantly, he told his bride—-a Highlander with a keen appreciation for the absurd—about his day. To her credit, she did manage an “Oh my, ye poor lamb” and a few commiserating “clucks” between muffled giggles. Imagining her, plump and rosy-cheeked, sitting in her favorite parlor chair with a hand on her belly and tears of mirth rolling down her face, he smiled.
 
   She asked, “Will Miss Pudding come, then?”
 
   “Aye, but we’ll not be home for another week.” 
 
   Margaret sighed. “‘Tis just as well. Gives me time to tidy the place up a bit.”
 
   An ache suddenly materialized between his eyes. “What has his lordship done now?”
 
   “As soon as you left, he tossed everything the old man owned— from toppers to shoes—into the bailey. Even smashed the telly to smithereens. A shame, that.”
 
   Tom hadn’t liked the previous heir in the least himself, but to smash the telly... 
 
   He squeezed the bridge of his nose in an effort to ease the pain. “It could have been worse.”
 
   “Aye, according to your Da, it has been.” 
 
   “Love, I dinna want you goin’ over there.”
 
   “Dinna worry, Tom. I’m far too pregnant to tolerate another trip to the castle in that wee boat of yours. I’ll send a couple of lads over to snow up the place. But tell me, what does Miss Pudding look like? Will his lordship find her fair? Is she bonnie?” 
 
   “Who can tell under all the paint American women wear.”
 
   “Tom, I’m no’ in a mood—”
 
   “She’s attractive, but I suspect she’s really quite plain under all the gloss and feathers.”
 
   “Oh, dear.” After a pause Margaret asked, “Does she at least have red hair? He has a recorded weakness for titians.”
 
   “I’m afraid it’s kirk-mouse brown, love.”
 
   “Augh! I was so hoping for our son’s sake...”
 
   “Aye, I know.” Since 1408, a Silverstein son had been chosen and educated in law and finance—-despite what aspirations he might hold—-to serve as executor to the Laird of Castle Blackstone. And so it would be for their soon-to-be-born son, unless... 
 
   “If it’s any consolation,” Tom said, “Miss Pudding’s no fool. She asked if Blackstone was haunted.”
 
   “What did you say, Tom?”
 
   “I told her I’d never seen a ghost.”
 
   “Tom! ‘Tis written, as executor, you can’t lie to the heir. A ‘alf truth—by omission or otherwise—is still a lie.” 
 
   “‘Tis no lie to say I’ve never seen him. Heard him, aye. Tolerated his insufferable arrogance and temper, aye. But never once has he deemed me worthy of his august presence, so I didna lie.”
 
   After a sigh and a long pause, she murmured, “Could Miss Pudding be the one?”
 
   Margaret’s reference to the Gael curse levied on their laird just as he died made the words swim before Tom eyes. 
 
    
 
        Curse ye MacDougall by my will, 
 
        forever lost in nether world 
 
        to pine for all ye lost most dear 
 
        Only by ain token thrice blessed 
 
        ‘tis the way to dreams and rest
 
        will one come to change thy fate. 
 
    
 
   “Love, we’ll not know the answer to that question,” murmured Tom, the twenty-third of his line to serve Duncan Angus MacDougall, “unless he takes her.”
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter 1
 
    
 
   Drasmoor, Scotland
 
    
 
   Yawning, Duncan MacDougall, the laird of Castle Blackstone, stretched in his enormous bed then cursed as the residual stench from Robert Sheffield’s cigars filled his nose. Eight weeks had passed since the old man’s death and still the noxious odor hung about the castle like a shroud.
 
   Who would come now? 
 
   He prayed it wouldn’t be another cigar smoking fop, but better that than no heir. He feared for his home—where he’d been trapped between life and death for so many lifetimes. 
 
   Victoria Regina had just died the last time a young family had claimed Blackstone. He smiled thinking of John and his lovely wife, Mary. He missed their children. Aye, it had been too long since he’d heard a lass giggle or watched a lad play with the lead soldiers now hidden away in the east wing.  
 
   But what if Silverstein couldna find a rightful heir? Or worse, what if he had, and the new occupant wanted to convert Blackstone into a bloody tourist attraction? 
 
   Duncan shuddered, picturing thousands of stippled and pierced youths with their pot-bellied parents stomping up his stairs and running their sticky hands over what had taken him a lifetime—at the cost of his soul—to acquire. He’d sooner abandon his long held hope for redemption, to suffer the perpetual fires of hell, than bear witness to such a violation of his home.  
 
   Wishing his recently departed heir—-the one who hadn’t been man enough to marry and produce an heir—a well-deserved stay in hell, he threw open the mullioned windows and heard the thudding of an aluminum hull against whitecaps. Over the wave-slapping racket he picked up the familiar high-pitched whine of Silverstein’s launch engine. 
 
   He craned his neck for a better view of the harbor and cursed seeing a woman, her dark hair whipping in the breeze, sitting next to Silverstein. 
 
   God had granted his solicitor the love of a good woman and the gift of a wee babe—something he, a laird, had apparently been unfit to receive, dying unloved as he had and with the blood of three wives on his hands—and look what the daft fool does. He’s put the poor woman in his miserable boat! 
 
   “God’s teeth! In her condition, she should be lying in, not bouncing like a bloody cork across the bay.” He started down the stairs. “He’ll be shakin’ the wee babe loose, for God’s sake.” Outraged by this real possibility, he raced to the great hall, determined to confront Thomas Silverstein face to face. 
 
   Generally, he preferred subtle—-and sometimes not so subtle-—displays to demonstrate his displeasure rather than materializing before the living. Becoming visible always took far more effort than most offenses warranted, while his temper tantrums were easily done and usually proved both effective and entertaining. 
 
   But Tommy Boy had now done the unthinkable; risking his child’s life was tantamount to slapping God’s face and placing Blackstone on the block. For those sins, his solicitor would pay dearly.
 
   ~#~
 
    
 
   Katherine Elizabeth MacDougall Pudding clutched her really good designer knockoff tote to her chest without a thought to its prized contents and gasped as a huge, spiked gate suddenly ground down behind her with an ear-shattering screech.
 
   “Don’t be alarmed, Miss Pudding,” Tom Silverstein yelled as he strode toward the keep tower with the rest of her luggage in hand. “The portcullis occasionally slips its chain. There’s a hand crank on the left side to raise it again.”
 
   “Ah,” Beth said, not caring for the image of herself suddenly skewered by the enormous rusting teeth should the damn chain slip as she passed beneath. Deciding fixing the ancient gate would be number one on her list of things to do, she followed tall and lean Mr. Silverstein through the courtyard—or bailey as he called it. 
 
   Frowning at the weeds and withered vines clinging to the fifteenth century stonework, she wondered how some people managed to go through life with taking pride in ownership. It only took a little love and elbow grease to make any place a home. 
 
   Not any home, but her home. Hers to do with as she wished. In her twenty-four years, these ancient granite blocks would be the first walls she could lay honest claim to. 
 
   Until two days ago, the latest place she’d call home had been an overpriced, roach-infested efficiency in an aging Bronx brownstone, but still the roof, the stairs, and pride of ownership had belonged to another. Even the roaches had a “here today, gone tomorrow and then back again” attitude as if she’d had no say in the matter. 
 
   She raised her gaze to the sixteenth century mullioned windows above her. They should have been refracting multi-prismed rainbows as they faced the setting sun; instead they stared back at her, dull and opaque like the eyes of a landed cod. 
 
   With a proprietary eye, she gauged the height of the four-storied tower before her and the depth of its windowsills.
 
   “Doable,” she muttered, deciding to clean them as soon as possible. 
 
   Hell, she’d hung many a time out her fifth floor tenement window risking life and limb to scrub soot off warped plate glass for a clearer view of a brick airshaft. For an ocean view out a leaded window, she could climb a rope with her teeth. 
 
   She frowned seeing her castle’s thick, arched door hadn’t fared any better than the windows. The solid oak was stained by creeping mildew and so cracked it appeared to be made of cork. Mr. Silverstein forced it open with a shoulder and said, “Welcome to your new home, Miss Pudding. Welcome to Castle Blackstone.” 
 
   Ruminating over the delicious import of his words, Beth followed him in. She grabbed the rope railing with her free hand and carefully climbed the tightly curved, well-worn stones to yet another door. 
 
   She walked into what Silverstein called Blackstone’s great hall and froze, mouth agape. 
 
   Her new living room had to be at least sixty feet in length and thirty feet in width. Two ornate, soot-covered fireplaces—each as tall as a man—graced the ends. Three huge, wheel-shaped wrought iron chandeliers hung above her, suspended by chains from a barreled ceiling. She felt relief seeing the fixtures had been electrified, but suspected she’d been in diapers the last time they and the twelve-foot high woodwork surrounding her had seen so much as a dust cloth. 
 
   Silverstein reached for the door at her back. As he pushed it closed, one of its huge mottled hinges screeched and detached. When he only shrugged, she wondered if a ten-penny spike and a gob of nail glue would be all she’d have at her disposal to hold the door up until she garnered some income. 
 
   She had no idea what the “maintenance income” Silverstein alluded to in New York might amount to in dollars—and having only six hundred in her checking account—she began having serious doubts about the wisdom of accepting her inheritance. 
 
   Her doubts only multiplied as she studied the chipped stenciling on the lofty plaster and beamed ceiling. Could she keep herself warm, let alone keep a castle in a decent state of repair, on a maintenance? 
 
   “Mr. Silverstein, how long has the castle been empty?”
 
   “’Tis never been empty, Miss Pudding.” He scowled as he waved toward a God-awful mix of contemporary and period furnishings. “Oh! You mean to ask how long have we gone without an heir?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Two months.”
 
   “Ah, yet it seems like just yesterday,” she murmured, sniffing the acrid stench of cigar smoke. She ran a hesitant finger along a filthy window sash. Linda, her best friend and the Director of Housekeeping at the St. Regis-New York, would have a heart attack. “Could we open a window or two to air the place out?”    
 
   “Certainly.” 
 
   It still didn’t seem possible. She owned a castle—-actually, it was little more than a medieval fortification occupying most of the landmass of a dinky isle off Scotland’s Highland coast, but a rose by any other name... 
 
   Her, an orphan raised by—-no, dragged up within—-the Big Apple’s foster-care system.
 
   And what could she, would she do with it? 
 
   According to Silverstein, she had to reside in Blackstone for six months to lay claim to her inheritance. After that, she could return to her job in convention services at the St. Regis, using the castle only as a retreat, or she could reside here permanently. The decision would be hers. But no matter, after a six-month residence, her inheritance would be secure and would pass on to her descendants. Not that she had any hopes of having any. 
 
   More than a decade had passed since she’d exposed herself to the hope of being loved, and she couldn’t imagine a set of circumstances that could ever prompt her to do so again.
 
   It hadn’t taken her long to discover most men liked their women pretty and compliant. She was neither. 
 
   Having only a high school education, she’d started her career path as a waitress. While watching prettier women seemingly rise without effort, she’d clawed her way, rung by rung, up three different hotel development ladders to become an assistant director. She didn’t resent the pretty women. She envied them. They didn’t have to work harder, be quicker and brighter, to get noticed. 
 
   Too, if the mirror hadn’t made her plainness obvious to her, a frank foster mother had. She’d been only twelve when the woman she’d tried so hard to please—-to be loved by—-had told her, “You’ll never be pretty, so you’d best learn to use make-up. Then, there’s an outside possibility someone might consider you attractive.”   
 
   She shook off the memory. It really didn’t matter anymore. She, Katherine Elizabeth MacDougall Pudding, was an heiress. She now owned a tiny island and its broken down castle. The very thought took her breath away.
 
   “Let me show you to your rooms before we tour the rest,” Silverstein suggested as he gathered her bags.
 
   “By all means, but I’ll take that.” She snatched her prized tote from Silverstein’s hands and gave the surprised man an apologetic smile. Heiress or not, she still couldn’t bring herself to trust the tote’s contents to another. What if he dropped or misplaced it? The nearest cosmetics counter sat in Glasgow, a good four hour train’s ride away, for God’s sake. 
 
    
 
   “Humph!” His anger forgotten, Duncan watched Silverstein and the stranger make their way up the stairs. He’d been relieved to his marrow to find it wasn’t Silverstein’s wife he’d seen in the boat, but who is this? He followed, listening to their conversation. 
 
   Ah! So this is the new heir.
 
   He glanced at her left hand and his heart nearly stopped. Why had he not been told? A young, unattached female hadn’t taken control of Blackstone in centuries. The last, a beautiful but viperous titian, had nearly been the end of him. But what if this one...
 
   He scowled watching the woman’s lithe form lean precariously to the left as she struggled to carry her heavy bag around the tight curves of the stairway. Why in hell hadn’t Silverstein offered to carry it for her? Had chivalry died with his generation? 
 
   Duncan stayed just steps behind her. He couldn’t have her toppling and dying of a broken neck before he could assess the possibilities. 
 
   When the woman made it to the fourth floor landing without mishap, he sighed in relief.  
 
   “This is the solar,” Silverstein told the woman as he stepped over the threshold, “the master bedroom of the castle. Our previous heir, Robert Sheffield, preferred less spacious quarters and slept in the east wing on the second floor.”
 
   Duncan grunted at his solicitor’s blatant lie. He’d come into this very room shortly after Sheffield had arrived and found the bloody bastard trying to fondle the then ten-year-old Will Frasier’s jewels. Furious with Sheffield, Duncan had frightened the piss out of both his heir and the poor boy. His next inclination had been to pitch the old blighter headlong down the steps, but having accumulated enough blood on his hands for one lifetime, he’d contented himself with terrorizing Sheffield for the next two decades. The old fop hadn’t so much as dared look at another lad or venture above the second floor landing during the entirety of his residence. 
 
   “I hope you find it to your liking,” Silverstein continued. “’Tis quite extraordinary. The tapestries on either side of the bed were produced in the late seventeenth century by one of your predecessors, Lady Katherine Stewart MacDougall. The bed is original to the castle. ‘Tis over-sized because Duncan Angus MacDougall, the first Laird of Blackstone, was a huge man. Supposedly, he stood six and one half feet tall, much like Robert the Bruce.” 
 
   Duncan snorted. There was no supposedly about it. He did stand six and one-half feet tall and weighed seventeen stone, if anyone cared to know. And Tom knew better than to compare him to the Bruce. Hummph!
 
   Waving around the room, Silverstein concluded, “And the windows, Miss Pudding, offer a spectacular three hundred and sixty-degree view.”  
 
   Pudding? Which one of his cousin’s mangy descendants had had the audacity to rut with a Sassenach—an Englishman? Matters had definitely deteriorated further than he’d surmised.
 
   “It’s lovely,” Miss Pudding murmured running a hand over the hunt scene carved into his headboard. She then gently pressed the mattress. “But please call me Beth.”  
 
   “Beth it is, but don’t be distressed if most about call you my lady.”
 
   “Oh?”
 
   Silverstein smiled. “The honorarium comes with the castle. We tend to keep to the old ways as much as possible here. Within the next day or so, most from Drasmoor will be out to welcome ye.”
 
   “Ah.” She wandered to the open window. Staring out, she murmured, “It’s still so difficult to believe, Mr. Silverstein. That all this...,” her hand fluttered, encompassing the room and the view, “could be mine in just six months’ time. For so many years, I’ve not had so much as a pot to—”
 
   Hearing her voice crack then falter, Duncan moved closer to the now silent woman staring out his window. He studied her face as she tried unsuccessfully to blink away tears. What caused her to weep? From her silent shaking carriage, he suspected she wasna a woman who cried easily and he hoped for her sake that it wasn’t too often. ‘Twas not a pretty sight. 
 
   She’d bitten her bottom lip to the point of scarlet and strange black streaks now stained the flat planes of her cheeks. When she shivered, he felt heat radiate off her and instinctively stepped closer, only to be bathed in a strange scent, an exotic mix of sweet and soft. He fought the unaccountable urge to reach out and touch her. How curious. 
 
   “Shall we tour the rest of your domain now?” Silverstein asked from across the solar, “And please call me Tom. There’s no point in our standing on ceremony. We’re likely to have a long, complex relationship.”
 
   Duncan frowned at the comment, but the woman, Beth, silently nodded as she hastily brushed her tears away. She heaved a huge sigh and faced his solicitor, this time with a smile. 
 
   “I’d love to see the rest of my home.”
 
   When she put the emphasis on the word home, Duncan Angus MacDougall grinned for the first time in decades.
 
   ~#~
 
   Alone and hungry, Beth wandered into the bowels of her keep to the kitchen. 
 
   Here, at least, she wouldn’t have to worry about contracting some nasty disease. Someone had taken the time to scour the large whitewashed room to a high shine. Even the battered tin pots above the hearth glowed. 
 
   There were no wall-mounted cabinets in the basement kitchen; just an enormous center table surrounded by stools, an ancient, multi-drawer spice chest and a few old appliances. The cavernous room’s only charm came by way of a six-foot high by eight-foot wide fireplace, complete with wrought iron hooks, a boar-sized roasting spit, angle irons and four separate side ovens. As she ran a hand over the embossed lions on one of the cast iron doors, she could almost smell fresh bread baking. Her stomach growled. 
 
   Given Beth’s inexperience with operating a boat, Mr. Silverstein had thoughtfully arranged for a week’s worth of fresh food to be laid in. She examined the unfamiliar labels on the canned goods and sniffed the fruit and breads on the table before opening the squat refrigerator to find a quart of fresh milk—-its thick cream filling the top two inches of the bottle, a half dozen brown eggs, two chops and butter. Too tired to make anything elaborate, she snatched two eggs from their cardboard container.
 
   She scrambled the eggs then noticed a five-gallon glass container of yellow liquid fueled the stove. Shrugging at the oddity, she turned a porcelain knob and waited for a familiar click-click-click. When nothing happen she immediately flipped off the knob and stared at the white enameled, cast iron contraption. Even her fifth floor walkup’s stove had an electric ignition. Now what?
 
   Matches. After a three-minute hunt, she struck one and held it near a burner as she turned the appropriate knob. Nothing happened. She tried three more times before huffing in exasperation and dumping her eggs down the drain. 
 
   Toast and an apple, then.
 
   She found an ancient toaster, but it took awhile before she could get its sides to flop open. “I could starve to death at this rate,” she muttered, dropping two slices of bread into it and shoving the toaster’s odd shaped plug into the wall outlet. 
 
   “Oh, shit!” 
 
   She jumped back as a shower of fluorescent sparks spewed from the wall socket. The fireworks continued as ribbons of acrid smoke oozed out of the toaster.
 
   “God damn it!” She yanked the toaster’s cord from the wall. When the sparks abruptly ceased, she heaved a sigh and heard a masculine chuckle. Startled, she spun around. 
 
   Seeing no one, she lowered her hands and released her breath. “Next, you’ll be seeing ghosts,” she chided, feeling foolish. 
 
   She was, after all, a city chick, well used to the wail of sirens, screeching tires, and things that go bump in the night. She shouldn’t be jumping, heart in her throat, because sparks flew and an errant wind whipping around outside decided to come down the roasting pit’s flue. 
 
   She turned her attention back to the toaster. It felt cool. Gingerly, she touched the socket. Finding no heat, she thanked God for small favors, grabbed two apples from the table and shut off the light. Whatever caused the problem could wait for daylight. 
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter 2
 
    
 
   Totally incredulous, Beth stared at the electrician Tom Silverstein had sent to solve her kitchen’s wiring problem. 
 
   “Am I understanding you correctly, Mr. MacBride? All the wiring is made of aluminum?” 
 
   The electrician nodded. “Aye, all of it. ‘Twas commonly used at the turn of the century. The twentieth, I’m meanin’. ‘Tis all gonna have to be replaced. ‘Tis dangerous, ye ken?”
 
   She kenned all right, feeling lucky she still had eyebrows. 
 
   She’d already discovered the plumbing in the keep was shaky at best, knocking and banging as she tried to purge the rarely used pipes. She’d concluded from the amount of rust and the thick scum lining the east wing’s claw footed tub, her predecessor had only bathed when the seasons changed. 
 
   She heaved a resigned sigh. “How much will it cost to replace the wiring in just the main living areas?” She didn’t want to know or even speculate on how much fixing all the wiring would cost. She’d have to take care of the rest the same way she paid off her credit cards. A bit at a time. Right now, she simply wanted to use a hair dryer, leave a hall light on at night, and make toast without burning the place to the ground.
 
   She took comfort where she could. The electrician wouldn’t be knocking any holes in her newly acquired walls. The wiring ran in tubing along the stone floors, walls, and plaster ceilings. 
 
   “Dinna worry about the cost, my lady. I’ll work up an estimate and send it to Mr. Silverstein in a day or two. I’m sure we men can come to a meeting of the minds.”
 
   After a broken night’s sleep and a hard morning of cleaning, Beth had little patience for a patronizing pat on the head. 
 
   She’d already found water-damaged paneling, six windows with broken panes, more that wouldn’t open, and she’d only examined half the keep. She shuddered to think what else lay in wait. She’d be dead broke in a month at the rate things were going, “maintenance” or no. 
 
   And this was her keep, damn it. Not Tom Silverstein’s.
 
   “Mr. MacBride, I’ll be the one to approve or reject your estimate, so please send it to me. Meanwhile, is there anything I should do to keep from setting this place ablaze?”
 
   He made a thick “humphing” sound at the back of his throat and puffed out his chest. “Aye. Dinna plug anything else in. And dinna leave any lamps on when ye go to sleep. Wouldna do to have ye wake and find yerself and the castle afire, now would it?”
 
   “Ah.” She wanted to cuff his surly ears. 
 
   When Silverstein returned for her boating lesson, she’d request a different electrician. The job would take weeks—if not months—-to complete, and she couldn’t hold her tongue around this man for that long. 
 
   She walked down the stairs and into the bailey with him. Waving goodbye, she smiled benignly and warned, “Do be quick as you pass under the portcullis, Mr. MacBride...wouldn’t do to wake and find you skewered to the ground, now would it?”  
 
   ~#~
 
   Duncan had never heard a woman curse so much in his life—or death, come to think on it.  
 
   He’d followed Beth for most of the morning as she tore through his keep with the speed of a waterspout, tearing down window covers and poking into corners and cupboards like some crazed ferret. He paid close attention to what she found fascinating and to what offended her thin, aquiline nose. He had to concede she recognized craftsmanship when she found it. But the more dust, decay, and fractured furniture she found, the more colorful her language became.
 
   Still rattled by her presence, he retreated to his solar and flopped down on his side—-the left side—of his great bed. In the wee hours of the night he’d come into his room and been relieved to discover she’d chosen the right side. 
 
   He’d settled next to her. Fingering a silky strand of her hair as she slept, he thought about the curse that had sent him into this place of neither life nor death. He again pondered the curse—-the prophecy—etched into his grave marker by that witch, the mother of his third wife. He’d been so relieved to find the carved words—-to learn there was hope—he’d memorized every letter. 
 
   Only by ain token trice blessed...had to mean his wedding ring...would one come to change ye fate. 
 
   Could this mouse, this new heir, be the one spoken of? Was she strong enough? Had he simply made a dreadful mistake by trusting the last unattached woman? At least the titian had taught him a valued lesson; he’d never again let his weakness for flame-colored hair lead him by the balls. He still couldn’t believe he’d thought himself in love with the witch.
 
   Well, he harbored no fear of repeating his mistake with this one. Miss Pudding was as plain as porridge. But she did have good skin. And a nice mouth. 
 
   She slept so soundly; with such stillness, in fact, he’d been forced to touch her twice during the night to be sure she still breathed. She’d grumbled briefly, but soon settled back into the deepest slumber he’d ever witnessed. Odd. 
 
   And odd didn’t begin to describe her morning ablutions. 
 
   He studied the parade of bottles and glossy black cases on the dresser a past descendant had added to the room. Never in his wildest dreams could he imagine going through all that Beth did of a morning.
 
   He should have felt guilty watching her, but once she’d begun, he’d not been able to pull his disbelieving gaze away. No whole man could have.
 
   She had bounced out of the bed with a smile and immediately stripped to her skin—-nice, smooth, milky white skin; so pale it made the rosy nipples of her small, high breasts and the chestnut thatch between her legs stand out in delightful contrast.
 
   She then proceeded to use two of the bottles from her collection to wash her hair, another to wash her face, and yet another to clean her long limbs and lithe body. All in tepid water since she’d not taken the time last night to light the fires below. She then did the most amazing thing. 
 
   She ran a sharp, blue handled blade under her arms, over her smooth muscled legs and ever so carefully about the edges of her downy thatch. It had nearly been his undoing.
 
   By the time he caught his breath, she had dried herself, and started to ever so slowly cover herself in a rich, vanilla- scented cream. Watching the seductive display had been his undoing. He’d forced himself from the room.  
 
   When curiosity again took the upper hand, he returned to find her standing before the mirror dressed in purple leggings and a thick matching sweater. Her wet, shoulder length hair had been pulled back into a loose knot at her nape. He’d crossed his arms and leaned on the doorframe wondering what she would do now. 
 
   For a brief moment she appeared a wee bit sad as she stared at her reflection, then she reached for yet another bottle. She went through four before she picked up one of the glossy black cases. Then the morning’s most bizarre event occurred. She began painting a portrait.
 
   Like an artist, she wielded first broad brushes then fine, and using pigments—-both solid and liquid—-she re-created herself. 
 
   Having turned her ordinary gray eyes into rather appealing smoky pools, she surprised him by suddenly gasping. The tool that had made her lashes sooty hit the floor as she spun around facing him. 
 
   Startled, he watched as her gaze darted around the room. He, too, began looking about, expecting to find something sinister. Seeing nothing, he moved to her right and waited.
 
   She shuddered for a brief moment, huffed, and faced the mirror once again. Her gaze continued to dart about the room on occasion as she painted her full lips a soft rose, but nothing further disturbed her. 
 
   She then left the solar to tear his home asunder.
 
   ~#~
 
   Standing in the bailey, a hand shielding her eyes, Beth asked, “What do you think, Tom?” 
 
   She grinned at the glare bouncing off the first and second story windows. Her castle would definitely make an awesome bed and breakfast. 
 
   “Lovely. Ye’ll be blinding every seaman from here to the Isle of Mull by week’s end. Are ye sure, lass, ye dinna want any help? There are day workers aplenty. I could send one out to do this for ye.”
 
   “Oh, I’m sure.” She didn’t want to be tripping over any more people than was absolutely necessary after making her monumental discovery this morning. 
 
   Her castle was haunted.
 
   Her new and decidedly friendlier electricians, Bart and Will Fraiser, would start work tomorrow morning and that would be disturbing enough. 
 
   She smiled at Tom. By mid-morning she knew, without a doubt, they were in need of a frank discussion if her living at Blackstone was to have any chance of success. “Why did you lie to me?”
 
   Tom’s face flushed. “I’ll never lie to you, lass!”
 
   “Ah, but you have—when I asked if Blackstone was haunted.”
 
   “Nay. You asked if I’d seen a ghost and I answered truthfully. I’ve never.”
 
   “I’ve seen him, Tom.” 
 
   At first, she’d only catch startling glimpses of him, like a mote floating in the corner of her eye. Heart thudding, she’d spin around...and find nothing. Finally realizing she only saw the tall, translucent creature if she happened to be looking in a mirror, she started watching for him in anything reflective. And did. She’d become quite good at focusing in on the specter as he hovered behind her, becoming more fascinated with his blue-black hair and beard, steel blue eyes, and heavily muscled physique with each consecutive sighting; hence, all her shiny windows. On those rare occasions when he stood very close, she’d also catch a whiff of cold, fetid air.
 
   “Who is he?”
 
   A concerned scowl suddenly replaced the flush of embarrassment on Tom’s face. “Has he done or said anything to frighten you, lass?”
 
   “No. He’s only startled me a few times.” She wasn’t about to tell Tom she was quite certain her decidedly masculine ghost had watched her bathe yesterday. She felt embarrassed enough.
 
   “Good.” Tom placed a hand at her waist and directed her to the patch of lawn surrounding Blackstone’s ancient well at the center of the bailey. “Come, have a seat in the sun. The telling of Duncan Angus MacDougall’s tale and mine will take some time.”  
 
   ~#~
 
   Duncan put down his heir’s peculiar lists—things she wanted to repair and purchase—and scowled out the great hall’s window to where his solicitor and Beth sat. 
 
   “What on earth can they be talking about for this long?” 
 
   They had nothing in common and certainly couldn’t be discussing him. ‘Twas forbidden until he’d made himself known to the heir, and he certainly wasn’t ready to do that. Not yet, anyway. 
 
   Being aware of his presence would, no doubt, send Miss Beth screaming back to America, which wouldn’t do, not at all. He had yet to test her mettle, didna know if she was the one. If he found her wanting—-and he suspected he might for she was so...odd, then she could stay or go as she pleased.
 
   He again scanned the list entitled Order From Home. Murphy’s Oil Soap was self-explanatory, but what is Soft Scrub? Ah! That must be the cleanser she uses when bathing. He smiled, his mornings looking decidedly brighter. She wanted a case of it. 
 
   Reading the second sheet—B and B Provisions, his frown returned. She wanted ten sets of Egyptian cotton sheets and triple the number of towels, all in white. Seemed excessive, even for a woman who bathed daily. And why would she want one hundred bees’ wax candles, twenty down pillows, and five down comforters? They had electricity and used only one bed. 
 
   The woman was decidedly odd or a spendthrift, but he could depend on his solicitor. Silverstein would rein her in. Tommy had kept that fop, the previous heir, on a tight purse, allowing him only a minimal draw each month. What the man did with the money, Duncan never knew. Probably drank it away. The fop certainly hadn’t spent it on maintaining the keep.
 
   Duncan looked out the window. Beth and Tom were finally standing. Thank God. She’d be coming in. 
 
   With no small measure of shock he realized his current agitation stemmed not from her lists but from feeling lonely. How odd.
 
   ~#~
 
    
 
   “So you see, since 1395 when Duncan rescued my forbearers Isaac and Rachael from the villagers intent on torching them at the stake, we Silversteins have felt a moral obligation to serve Duncan, even in his ghostly form. 
 
   “Each generation has provided an executor, who functions exactly as Isaac did, to serve as a financial advisor to subsequent heirs, overseeing the estate’s limited assets so Blackstone won’t fall to complete ruin as so many castles about Scotland have. So long as there are Silversteins, the ghost will have his home. Our debt to him is enormous. Our line wouldn’t exist today—-I’d not have been born—had Duncan MacDougall not had a strong arm and the moral courage to save Isaac and Rachael.” His lips quirked to formed a lopsided grin. “And each generation has kept a journal of their trials in meeting that obligation.” 
 
   Beth sighed. “It’s hard to imagine sane, God-fearing villagers blaming a simple man and his pregnant wife for the plague.”
 
   Tom shrugged. “They were strangers, Beth, Parisian Jews who spoke only broken English and no Gael. Isaac and Rachael couldn’t make themselves understood to the villagers. At the time, French was the language of the court, of the educated wealthy. And keep in mind, just fifty years earlier Europe’s population had been decimated; literally half the population had died from plague. Religious zealots abound. The Flagellants were walking about beating themselves with whips in the belief that if they punished themselves, God would spare them. Others blamed the Jews. When Isaac and Rachael’s arrival happened to coincided with what was thought to be another outbreak...” He raised his hands in a hopeless gesture.
 
   “Well, I, for one, am very glad the MacDougall brought Rachael and Isaac to Drasmoor. I couldn’t manage without you.”
 
    “Thank you, my lady.” 
 
   “I’m the one who should be thanking you.”
 
   Dying to know more about her ghost, she asked, “Is there a chance I might read some of your journals?”
 
   Tom grinned, but he shook his head. “Only a Silverstein may read them.”
 
   Masking her disappointment, Beth said, “Speaking of Silversteins, how is your lovely wife?” 
 
   “Her back aches, her feet look like pillows, and she canna get out of bed without help. She’s not a happy woman.”
 
   Beth laughed. “Well, give her my best.”
 
   “Aye.” He buttoned his coat, readying to take his leave. “I’ll be bringing the ledger and checkbook to you on my next visit.”
 
   She tried to hide her surprise at this major concession. Tom had been opposed to her handling anything but her maintenance funds—-a meager six hundred pounds per month—just a few days ago.
 
   She grinned. “What changed your mind?”
 
   “The windows, lass.” He chuckled. “And the fact that you’re not packed and on your way to the airport after seeing his querulous lordship.”
 
   “Ah.” Pleased, she ducked her chin to hide the blush she felt creeping up her neck. 
 
   Tom didn’t need to know it would have taken a team of horses to drag her out of the keep now that she’d seen her frequently scowling but handsome specter. 
 
   Would it be possible for her to establish a companionship of sorts with her ghost? Duncan was, after all, dead, so she wouldn’t really be exposing her heart to another rejection if she tried to garner his attention and failed. Was it possible or just a flight of fancy? Could her ghost speak to her? Keep her company during long winter nights? And if so, what would it take to prompt him into it? 
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter 3
 
    
 
   Duncan found Beth in the kitchen, chattering like a squirrel into her telephone. Frowning, he rested an elbow on the roasting pit mantle. 
 
   “It’ll cost how much?” Beth asked the phone, heaving an exasperated sigh. “Then send only the catalogs by air. Ya. I’d kill to be on-line.” She rearranged the spice jars on the table. “Right now? What I miss most are you, Junior’s Cheesecake, and West Wing.”
 
   He scowled in confusion. He could understand her missing a friend or cake, but how could she miss the west wing? ‘Twas one hundred feet long, three stories high and attached to the left side of the keep.
 
   “Silverstein didn’t have a problem with my starting a B and B, but asked that I wait until after my six-month probation. Then I can do as I like.” 
 
   Duncan wondered once again what the two B’s stood for. As long as it didn’t stand for bingeing and buggery and made her happy, he supposed it didn’t matter. This would be her home after all. His and hers to share. Alone. Until—or rather, unless—he decided to take her. 
 
   She giggled. “Of course you’re invited. Do you think you can get time off at Christmas?” She listened, looking pensive. “Oh. Then I’ll look forward to seeing you in June.” As she said goodbye, her eyes grew glassy, reflecting the lamp’s light like liquid pewter. 
 
   Humph! She shouldn’t use the bloody telephone if it made her forlorn. If it continued to cause her distress, he’d do them both a favor and misplace the damn thing. The piping tune it played whenever it wanted her attention was annoying as hell, anyway. 
 
   She brushed at a tear and pocketed the telephone. 
 
   “Onward and upward,” Beth muttered.
 
   He eyed her warily.
 
   ~#~
 
   In a dusty storage room, Beth smiled as she ran a careful hand over the small icon-like portrait she’d unearthed. “It’s about time.” 
 
   Centuries of grime and mildew coated the painted wood in her hands, but she felt sure she’d found what she’d been looking for, her ghost’s portrait. 
 
   Clutching it to her chest, she pushed back through the mountain of antique furnishings she’d piled behind her in her quest to find his likeness. Outside the storage room, she reexamined the other canvases she’d set aside, beautiful portraits and landscapes that would add interest to the keep’s great hall. After a bath, she’d research their dates against the forty-odd journals she’d found in the library. It would be fun discovering who the individuals were. Hopefully, she could learn enough in the next six months to dazzle her guests with stories seeped in love, gallantry, and mayhem. 
 
   Sighing, she held her specter’s portrait at arm’s length to study the deep blue eyes and heavy beard. “Is your chin square, dear ghost, under all the black fuzz?” She hoped so.
 
   Because he always appeared dressed in a swatch of tartan, a sleeveless furred tunic and a wide leather belt whenever she spied him hovering behind her, she knew Duncan had shoulders and arms that could make any woman swoon. Her ghost’s legs were equally attractive if one was into heavily muscled thighs and long powerful calves. She sighed, an unprotected corner of her heart wishing he were flesh and blood.
 
   ~ # ~
 
   “Good riddance,” Duncan grumbled as the electricians scrambled into their launch and headed for Drasmoor. To escape their clamoring, he’d spent the better part of the day bored out of his mind on the keep’s parapet. 
 
   Beth had evidently found the men equally disturbing since she’d spent the afternoon churning earth along the bailey’s east wall. Wondering what she was up to now, he entered the keep.
 
   “Where in hell did she find that?” He frowned at the small portrait leaning against the solar’s hearth. He had ordered the ugly rendering burned before its pigments had dried. 
 
   Beth had any number of better paintings to choose from if she wanted to brighten the room. Why on earth had she chosen his portrait? 
 
   As artists went, his cousin would have made a fine butcher. The portrait only proved what Duncan had known all along. The youth’s only talent lay in wielding a sword. Yet, here the ugly portrait was again after six hundred years. His ferret heir would be the death of him, if he weren’t already dead. 
 
   And where was she?
 
   He prowled the upper floors looking for her without success, and then descended to the hall. He didn’t find her in the great room, but saw that two of his favorite chairs were suddenly there. Apparently, she’d found the fop’s reclining throne as offensive as he had and banished it. He caressed the recently oiled rosewood falcons at rest on the chairs’ high backs. 
 
     He’d brought the chairs to Blackstone from Normandy; one of the few prizes he’d been able to salvage after the battle of Rouin. The leather seats were now cracked and brittle, but ‘twas good to see them again in the great hall, nonetheless. 
 
   Minutes later, he found Beth sitting before the cistern-fed water heater, filthy and looking dejected, a pile of spent matches at her side.
 
   He examined the firebox. She’d put in enough kindling, but she’d stacked the bricks of coal like a meticulous mason, eliminating any chance for a draft. She was down to her last match and muttering.
 
   She struck the match, watched the kindling flare, and then just as quickly snuff out. She kicked the firebox door closed. 
 
   Tears welling in her eyes, she shouted, “I can’t live like this!” She stalked away. “I don’t care if I starve, I’m ordering a real water heater tomorrow.” 
 
   Her kick caused her carefully laid coal to shift, and Duncan quickly fanned the dying embers. When the kindling ignited with a whoosh, he thumped the tank and caught her attention.
 
   Beth bent and examined the scarlet glow. She then straightened and looked about. Brushing way her tears, she tipped her chin and twitched her nose like a fox on the hunt. When she muttered, “Thank you. That was very nice of you,” his knees buckled.
 
   ~#~
 
    
 
   Waiting for her bathwater to heat, Beth curled in one of the deep falcon chairs and opened her greatest find of the day, the third volume of the Blackstone Diaries. 
 
   The original diary, bound in wood and written on the frailest parchment she’d ever seen, had been written in Latin and in her ghost’s own hand. Had she been able to translate the fading broad script, she still would have hesitated, fearing she’d destroy the volume by simply turning the pages. 
 
   The second volume, a translation written in 1640, was nearly as delicate. Scanning the first page she’d cursed. Only someone comfortable with Shakespeare could have readily understood it. 
 
   She smiled opening the third volume. In legible English she read, The Diary of Duncan Angus MacDougall, translation by Miles Bolton MacDougall, 1860.  
 
   She carefully opened this volume to the twelfth page. So far she’d learned Duncan, a knight who’d earned his spurs at the age of fourteen, had returned to Drasmoor after fighting in France to find his father and brothers dead along with half the clan, and himself now laird. He was awaiting the birth of his first child, angry about a neighboring clan’s recent raid on his kine—-which she took to mean cattle—and worried about another outbreak of the Black Death recently reported in Edinburgh. 
 
   The mason guides, cajoles, and shouts. All, hands bleeding, labor day and night, yet I fear ‘tis not fast enough. Surely, if Pope Clement the V could survive the ravages of the ungodly plague by walling his portly self into his chambers as all around him perished, then so shall we on this isle. I pray Blackstone’s walls complete before the scourge finds us again. 
 
   Quarantine. That’s why he built this massive structure out here in the middle of the harbor instead of on the high hills surrounding Drasmoor. My word. She turned the page.
 
   ‘Tis laid, the walls’ last stone. Work on the keep continues as women hoard food and water. My Mary’s birthing time draws near, yet she falters not. I have pleaded, begged her return to her father’s stronghold, but to no avail. She loathes his second wife and will not leave. The reeving has subsided after we repossessed our ten kine and six of the Bruce’s as payment for the aggravation he caused me. Death continues its march toward us.
 
   For ten consecutive pages Duncan detailed their progress, his worries shifting like flotsam from men’s injuries to the weather, to his dwindling coffers, to his wife. Daily notations soon changed to weekly, each more worrisome than the last.
 
     On the twenty-second page she read, God has turned his face from me. Three days past, I dug into the frozen earth to lay Mary to rest, our babe in her arms. Like her name namesake, she bore our son in a manger for we have little else for shelter since the keep is only four walls and the Black Death has taken up refuge in the village just south of us. I weep for the lass for she was brave, uttering nary a word. I have yet to inform the Campbell. He will not take well the death of his beloved daughter and with her, the bairn. Well he should blame me. For had I not listened to her pleadings, had I sent her to him (to Dunstaffnage Castle) she and our son might be alive today. Come spring, I will build Blackstone’s chapel above her. It grieves me I have not the means to ease her way to heaven with a Papal Bull, but when able I will praise her selfless devotion as wife with a bronze effigy. I loved her not, nor her I, but I grieve. For the babe and her good soul. 
 
   Beth’s cell phone rang, startling her. She fumbled in her pocket for it and snapped it open. “Hello?”
 
   “Tom here, my lady. Are you all right? You sound...hoarse.”
 
   She cleared the thickness in her throat. “I’m fine. I was just reading.” The picture of Mary MacDougall, lying half-frozen, laboring in a bed of straw prompted her to ask after Margaret.
 
   “She’s eating us out of hearth and home.” He chuckled. “I called to let you know you’ve two packages here from New York. May I bring them by tomorrow?”
 
   “Thank you, but I’ll come to you. I’ve let the launch intimidate me for long enough. I need to just do it and get it over with.”     
 
   “The telly forecasts a bonnie day. You should be fine. Call me just before you leave, and I’ll keep watch from the quay.”
 
   “Thank you. You’ll be pleased to know that miserable excuse for a water heater is finally working.”
 
   He chuckled. “Just remember to add more fuel every so often and you’ll have warm water come mornin’, as well.”
 
   “God, I hate that tank. And the kerosene stove stinks. Literally.”
 
   “I know. Hopefully, the markets will improve and you’ll have more coins to work with in the coming months.”
 
   “From your lips to God’s ears.”
 
   He laughed. “Give me a ring when you set out tomorrow.”
 
   “I will. Give Margaret a kiss for me.”
 
   She snapped her lifeline to the outside world closed. Here she was complaining about cold water and a smelly stove with the tale of the MacDougall’s bride still spread on her lap. How self-absorbed could a body be? Had she been born in the early fifteenth century, could she have survived what this woman had not? She shuddered and thanked God for placing her in this century where—-should she ever give birth—there were hospitals and epidurals. 
 
   She’d never have made it in the fourteenth century. First, she couldn’t imagine living under the thumb of ancient Catholicism. The tithes Duncan paid were crippling. The period’s mandatory daily worship services made her cringe. And the needless guilt Duncan carried because he couldn’t afford a Papal Bull—-a coin, according to the footnote, one could purchase from the Pope to ensured the deceased would bypass purgatory and go straight to heaven—only re-enforced her distrust of organized religions. Yup, she much preferred her one-on-one relationship with God, whereby she thanked and complained on a regular basis, and He, on rare occasions, acquiesced and answered a prayer.
 
   She sighed and turned the page. “What’s this?” Before her disbelieving eyes was written a decidedly clever but cold-blooded plot for murder.
 
   ~#~
 
    
 
   Duncan squinted against the blinding sunlight bouncing off the sea as he paced the parapet. 
 
   Since muttering “thank you” yesterday, Beth had thrice spun around and looked him in the eye. Once, she’d even had the audacity to wave and wink! He shuddered. 
 
   Had she the sight? Nay. Surely. To aggravate him further, the wee ferret had found his diaries. He would now have to keep an even closer eye on her.
 
   He raised his gaze and saw Beth standing on Drasmoor’s quay, dressed in a bright yellow slicker and rubber boots. “Finally.”
 
   His agitation grew as she made her way across the bay to the castle. She maneuvered the launch, which sat gunwale deep in the water and was nigh on to overflowing with packages, like a drunkard, weaving right then left, and on more than one occasion completely broadside to on-coming breakers. His heart was in his throat by the time she docked.
 
   “The daft woman should be kept under lock and key for her own good.” 
 
   He took the spiraling stairs two at a time to the great hall, his determination to call her to task for risking her life growing with each step. Her knowing of his existence and grinning about it was one thing. Suffering the fury of his wrath in the next few minutes would be another, entirely. “And obey me she will, by God! For she be woman, and I, her laird, be man!” 
 
   He charged into the great hall just as Beth, looking disgustingly pleased with herself, with her arms loaded with packages, came in from the opposite doorway. Before he could roar his displeasure, Will Frasier dropped the wires he held for his father and yelled, “My lady! Let me help ye with those.”
 
   A piercing scream then rocked the chandeliers. 
 
   They spun and found the elder Bart Frasier—caught in a web of arcing wires—-vibrating like a crazed puppet, his face contorted into a ghastly mask of agony. Acrid smoke filled the air. 
 
   “Da!” Will bellowed.  
 
   Beth, screaming, opened her arms. Her packages toppled as her booted foot slammed into the old man’s chest. Freed from the killing current, Bart dropped like a felled tree to the floor.
 
   Dodging the dangling, still sparking wires, Beth crouched at the old man’s side. “Oh, God. Please, God,” she pleaded, while running trembling fingers along Fraser’s neck. She listened to the man’s chest, and then threw her cell phone at Frasier’s son. “Call for help!” 
 
   To Duncan’s shock, Beth next tipped back the electrician’s head, swiped the foamy spittle from his lips, and started blowing into the dead man’s blue mouth. Not once, but repeatedly. To Duncan’s utter amazement, Frasier’s mottled skin began to pink. 
 
   Beth stopped breathing into Bart’s mouth and again ran her fingers along his neck.
 
     Will collapsed to his knees beside her. “The police are coming.”
 
     Beth nodded and breathed again into the old man. 
 
     “Is he alive?” Will asked. “Will he be all right? Ack! ‘Tis all my fault.”
 
     Beth, looking no less terrified than the son, didn’t answer but pressed her ear to the elder Fraiser’s chest. When she lifted her head a quivering smile took shape. “He’s breathing on his own now.”
 
   Duncan rocked back in surprise. ‘Twas a bloody miracle!
 
   Young Frasier’s tears started falling in earnest as he caressed his father’s brow. “Da, I’m so sorry.” To Beth he said, “Thank you.”
 
   Within minutes the police launch arrived. They secured the still unconscious Fraser onto a board and shuttled him out.
 
   On the quay, Duncan stood at Beth’s side as she waved the men off. He then followed her hunched-shouldered progress into the keep, up and out on to the parapet. 
 
   As she watched the police launch cross the bay—her face now a horrid mess of black streaks—she whispered, “Go with God.”   
 
   His odd but brave wee heir then began to quake and sob in heartbreaking earnest.
 
   Deciding she should not, he murmured at a volume she might hear, “There’s no need for tears, lass, for ye did well. Verra well, indeed.”
 
    
 
   Heart once again bounding, Beth jerked. Did Duncan Angus MacDougall, her resident voyeur, just speak to her? She held her breath while every nerve in her body focused on hearing.
 
   She turned, hoping. Her gaze shifted from one corner of the high parapet to the next. Nothing.
 
   “Ah,” murmured her ghost. “Why is it, lass, that ye canna see me now, yet on occasion, ye can?”
 
   Her heart slammed into her ribs. His voice rumbled from only two feet away. She reached out a tentative hand. 
 
   He chuckled, “Ye canna touch me in my present state, lass. Oh, that I wish you could, but ‘tis not time.”
 
   “Why...?” She didn’t know where to begin her inquisition, her nerves still rattled by all that had just happened. 
 
   “Because, I’m dead, lass.”
 
   “No...I understand that you’re dead.” She grinned as she dashed away tears. “I meant to ask, why have you finally decided to speak to me?”
 
   “Ye appear to be in need of someone at the moment.”
 
   “Ah.” Her handsome specter was compassionate. “I’m Beth.”
 
   “Aye, I know that. I’m Duncan Angus MacDougall, also called The Black, the MacDougall, or laird.” 
 
   “Do you have a preference?”
 
   “Hmm.” 
 
   She waited, focusing on the dense cold hovering before her. 
 
   “From what little I know of ye, I’d be pleased ta have ye address me as Duncan.”
 
   Oh, my. He wanted to be on a first name basis with her. Her excitement multiplied at the prospect. She wanted to ask if he felt cold, if he ate, slept, or why he’d chosen to speak to her when he hadn’t talked to Tom. For some inexplicable reason she asked, “Are you ever lonely?”
 
   “Aye, at times.”
 
   “Me, too.” Burning started at the back of her throat again, a familiar sting at the back of her eyes. A dead man was making her life palatable and she was happy about it. What’s wrong with this picture, Beth? 
 
   “Duncan, do you mind my being here?”
 
   “Nay, lass. I’m quite pleased you’ve come. ‘Tis a big place for one wee man.”
 
   She grinned, sniffing back tears. “From what I hear, there’s nothing wee about you.”
 
   His laughter rumbled like wooden barrels rolling down a long hall. “To be sure, lass, there is naught on this body that’s wee.” 
 
   She felt a blush creep up her neck, turned from the mass of cold air and studied the harbor. Did ghosts miss making—
 
   Good gravy. She was definitely in worse shape than she’d thought.
 
   Beth watched the police launch dock at Drasmoor and men scramble out of the waiting ambulance. As soon as the elder Frasier was loaded into the ambulance, it took off, lights flashing and sirens woo, woo, wooing, which to Beth’s ears didn’t sound near as serious—as urgent—as its high-pitched, screaming New York City’s counterparts. 
 
   “As I said, lass, ye did verra well.”
 
   “I pray he recovers consciousness soon.”
 
   “God’s hand was on ye shoulder. Fraser will be fine.”
 
   When the ambulance disappeared from view she turned to watch the sun set, something she hadn’t been able to enjoy very often in a city filled with skyscrapers. 
 
   Looking like a giant orange, the sun slowly slid behind a distant line of molten silver. Wide swatches of orchid, flame, and daffodil surrounded the spectacle. She thought it a fitting close to her first week as owner of Castle Blackstone.  
 
   “Do you sleep?” she asked her specter.
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “Where?”
 
   “Where I choose.”
 
   Of course he did. “Do you eat?” 
 
   “Nay, and I do miss that verra much. The taste of roasted venison I sorely crave.”
 
   “What else do you miss?”
 
   “The men who stood at my side, the sounds of babes at play, the feel of a woman’s skin under my hand.” He chuckled. “The taste of fine whisky, and of course, reeving. Ack, ‘tis nothing finer on a fair night than racing the wind for home on a sturdy mount with yer enemy braying at yer back.” 
 
   Whoa! She’d been under the impression he’d done it simply to get his cattle back. Apparently not.
 
   The sun slipped away for the night and she shivered. 
 
   “‘Tis time to go below, lass, before ye catch yer death.”
 
   She nodded. As she headed for the stairs, she asked, “Will I ever see you clearly?”
 
   Silence answered back.
 
   ~#~
 
   Beth, exhausted but still awake, reached for the ringing phone. “Hello?”
 
   “Tom here, my lady. Just thought you’ll like to know Bart Frasier has awakened in hospital. He’s a bit befuddled and missing a good bit of hair, but the doctor says he’ll recover.”
 
   “Thank God. Is his son okay?”
 
   “Aye. Young Will finally settled once his Da was alert and talking. How are you?”
 
   “I’m...can you hold on a moment?” She reached for her compact and scanned the solar. Finding herself alone, she whispered, “Tom, he spoke to me. Up on the parapet.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “The ghost...Duncan!”
 
   “Are ye sure ye’re not imagining things, lass, after the shock—”
 
   “We had a conversation, Tom.”
 
   “My word. Did he materialize?”
 
   “No. He said it wasn’t time.”
 
   Tom muttered, “I must tell Margaret at once,” then said, “Lass, do be careful. Ye understand he has a mighty temper when provoked.”
 
   “I will. Margaret told me what he did after Sheffield died, and about the night he nearly destroyed the hall. Did they really find his claymore stuck in the ceiling?” 
 
   “Aye. Our laird dinna take well that lad’s death. According to my grandfather, the MacDougall had been verra fond of Kyle, had made himself known to lad from the cradle.” Tom fell silent for a moment, and then said, “If ye can, get some rest.”
 
   “I’ll try. Do keep me abreast of Mr. Fraser’s progress and don’t forget to call as soon as the roses arrive.”
 
   “Will do. Goodnight, Beth.”
 
   She snapped the phone closed and scanned the room once again with the mirror. Her ghost had apparently retired, which was just as well. She wasn’t sure she could handle anymore tonight. 
 
   ~#~
 
    
 
   “Ha!” It had taken a week but he finally had her cell phone. 
 
   Contemplating the joy he’d take in pitching the noisy thing into the sea, Duncan cautiously lifted the cover. As he examined the lighted screen and buttons, it shrilled out to her. Startled, he dropped it. 
 
   “God’s breathe!” Did the thing have eyes? He then heard Beth’s quick footsteps on the stairs. He scooped up the phone and placed it on the dresser where he’d found it. “Later,” he hissed, retreating to a corner. 
 
   Panting, Beth ran into the room and flipped open her phone. “Hello?” After a pause she said, “I’m fine, Margaret. Thank you for asking.” She listened for a moment. “Terrific. Did they deliver all four varieties? Ah huh. No problem. I’ll come right over. No need. I’m turning into quite the sailor.” She started straightening the bed with her free hand. “I’ll see you soon. Bye.”
 
   Duncan cursed as Beth dropped her phone onto the dresser and walked into the bath chamber. In the confusion following Bart’s accident, he’d forgotten to ban her from using the bloody launch. 
 
   He looked out the window. Cloudless cobalt blue hung over Drasmoor and its flat-as-glass harbor. He could see no evidence of wind and see no clouds on the horizon. Should he deny her a few hours reprieve when all looked calm and safe? Nay. Had he the opportunity to leave the isle, he would. He heaved a resigned sigh. Some did say “practice makes perfect.” 
 
   Hearing water running into the tub lifted his mood only marginally. He walked to the bath chamber. 
 
   “You’d better leave,” Beth muttered as she poured her rose and lily crystals into the water. “You’re not the only one around here who can pitch a fit when provoked.” 
 
   Cursing and not yet kenning how she sensed his presence, he backed into the solar. 
 
   He looked at the cell phone. He could dispose of the piping box later. ‘Twas more important he check the launch; to be sure there were no leaks, enough petrol, and that the oars were in place should the damn engine fail.   
 
   ~#~
 
    
 
   Rocked by a sudden gust of cold wind, Beth looked up from her task of securing her rosebushes in the boat’s bow to see ominous, lead-bellied thunderheads gathering on the horizon. Frowning, she looked beyond the quay and found Drasmoor’s once glass-smooth harbor churning with whitecaps. “Not good.” 
 
   She’d dallied longer than intended, enjoying her visit with Margaret—who’d filled Beth with tea, scones, and gossip—and the infamous gardener Ms. Crombie, but now she had to hurry. 
 
   Untying the rope that secured her launch to the dock, Beth said, “I’m must apologize, Mrs. Crombie, but I’m afraid we’ll have to continue my lesson another time.” She pointed to the sky. “I need to start back before that storm hits.”
 
   “Ack! And here I am prattling on.” The old woman clasped Beth’s hand with fragile, gnarled fingers. “Please come often, my lady. I’d love to spend more time with ye, if ye’re of a mind.”
 
   “Thank you. I’d love to.” 
 
   Beth settled at the rear of the boat. With an eye on the sky, she yanked on the starter cord and the engine coughed to life. Please, God, get me home safely.
 
   Apprehension mounting, she waved a final time to Mrs. Crombie and headed out into the choppy water. 
 
   ~#~
 
    
 
   On Blackstone’s parapet, Duncan’s gut churned as he strained to see Beth through the sheeting torrent. Cursing himself for allowing her to go, he caught sight of her—stark white in a heaving world of gray—-just before the wind shifted and drove the rain sideways yet again, obliterating his view.
 
   He raced to another break in the parapet’s battlement hoping for a clearer line of sight to no avail. His futile efforts were wasting precious time. He had to shift, to materialize. He was useless to Beth in his present state. 
 
   Against every instinct that clamored to keep her in view, he closed his eyes. He suppressed the vision of Beth’s terrified expression and focused on becoming one with the elements, focus on all things solid and whole, his only hope to help her. 
 
   Seconds felt like hours as he concentrated on simply being.   
 
   When he suddenly felt rain for the first time in centuries and cold for the first time in decades, he gasped, threw back his head and threw wide his arms. He roared as he opened his eyes to the brutal assault of the sheeting rain. He’d done it. 
 
   Relieved to his marrow, he resumed his search. On the next flash of lightening he caught sight of Beth, eyes wide in terror, just as she and the boat, now sideways, disappeared beneath a crushing wave.
 
   “Nayyy!” ripped from his throat as he dove over the parapet.
 
   ~#~
 
    
 
   Duncan, clutching Beth’s unconscious half-frozen body tight to his heaving chest, raced up Blackstone’s stairs to the solar.
 
   Fearing he’d found her too late, he laid her on the bed and ran a shaking hand along her throat. Though her skin wore a worrisome blue cast and felt like ice, to his monumental relief he felt a strong pulse throb beneath his fingertips. He threw the bed covering across her and frantically rubbed her near frozen limbs.
 
   “Can ye hear me, lass?” Getting no response, he shook her. “Lass! Do ye hear me? Ye canna die. Nay, ye be The One.”  
 
   He blinked back tears as he blew on her hands. “Please, God, after bringin’ her to me, ye canna be thinking of takin’ her back.” He’d not—would not—lose this lass. Nay, not after waiting so many lifetimes for her. She had the mettle, the fortitude, to break the curse. 
 
   Heart pounding, he scrambled over her and stood before the carved headboard. He reached above his head and turned the woodcock’s head until it came loose in his hand. 
 
   Reaching into the four-inch thick wood, he extracted a brittle leather pouch. He tore it open and dropped the Brooch of Lorne—-Robert the Bruce’s ornate clasp—onto the bed. He stared at what remained in his hand, at the gold and pigeon-blood ruby ring he’d not seen in centuries. His breath caught as the key to his redemption glittered in his palm. 
 
   Beth had yet to finish the diary, dinna know all that had gone before, but he had no choice. Before she was lost to him, he had to take her.
 
   He dropped to his knees, cradled her in his arms, and kissed her cold forehead. “Wee ferret, I pray ye can forgive me for what I’m about to do.”
 
   He tightened his hold on her. As he kissed her dusky lips, he slipped his wedding ring onto the middle finger of her left hand and the world turned lightening blue. 
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter 4
 
    
 
   Beth awoke in the dark, drenched and chilled to the bone. She winced against the roaring cacophony assaulting her ears from above. Covering them with shaking hands, she briefly looked around the dismal, unfamiliar space. She had no idea where she lay and didn’t care. Her head hurt unmercifully, more so when she coughed up a mouthful of salt water. Think, Beth, think! 
 
   The last thing she could recall was hanging onto her capsized boat for dear life as wave after unrelenting wave tried to push her under. 
 
   She winced as lightening cracked again. Hearing what sounded like horses and men screaming, she pictured her beautiful mullioned windows slamming on frail hinges against the keep’s walls. She tried to sit. Wondering how she was still alive could wait until she secured the keep. She didn’t need—-nor could she afford—another broken window. 
 
   A heavy weight held her lower torso and legs pinned. She craned her neck to see why and found two lifeless women, their faces dark and bloody—their mouths open like effigy masks, holding her down. Bile rose in her throat. She screamed.
 
     The roof of her prison sprang open before her scream’s echo stopped. A heavily muscled arm reached for her. Grasping the man’s hand, Beth stared, mouth agape, into the steel blue eyes of her rescuer.
 
     “Duncan?” 
 
   The Laird of Blackstone looked about the confines of the fractured coach. Seeing only one woman alive, one who looked nothing like the bride he’d been told to expect, he cursed. He shoved the dead women aside and pulled up on the crying woman’s hand. The Bruce would pay with his life for this.
 
   As he lifted her through the door, lightening flashed. Its light bounced off the rubies in the ring she wore on her left hand. Sudden, overwhelming relief flooded him. It was his betrothal ring. Thank God! ‘Twas of no account that the abbess had gilded the lily—-hell, the woman was apparently blind—for his bride lived.
 
   Before he could set her on the ground, her hands flew to his face. Her cold fingers fluttered across his cheeks for an instant before her arms wrapped tightly around his neck.
 
   “Oh, Duncan! I’ve never...” She stopped and he followed her gaze. Her eyes grew wide as they took in the carnage he and his men had wrought. 
 
   “Duncan...?” 
 
   What followed, he could only guess at. Before he could ask her to repeat herself, she turned ashen and promptly fainted.
 
   “Well, ye did it again. Will ye never learn?” Angus, his second in command, asked as he peered over his shoulder. “One look at ye and yer softer-than-puddin’ bride faints.” His best friend’s gaze shifted, as did his own, from the woman’s face to her outlandish clothing. “And what on earth is she wearing?”
 
   Duncan had no idea, but she’d been living on the continent and their ways were strange. Perhaps his intended had dressed as a man thinking it safer. Her odd leggings would make for an easier, faster ride home, in any event. She could ride astride on the way to their wedding. 
 
   ~#~
 
    
 
   Beth opened her eyes, this time in Blackstone’s great hall, standing in Duncan’s fierce embrace. Without a word, he spun her toward the small man with his back to the fire. Fire? Why was there a fire? She’d yet to have the flues cleaned. 
 
   She blinked, trying to understand why the fat little man in brown was in her home and what he now mumbled about. He said something to Duncan in Gael, and her ghost growled something in return. Head still spinning, she pushed on Duncan’s arm, but his grip only tightened. 
 
   She ran a dry tongue over her chapped lips and again tasted salt. “Please let go.” 
 
   Duncan responded by issuing another order to the concerned looking man before her. The room continued to list so she tried focusing on the large wooden crucifix on the little man’s chest. 
 
   What in hell is going on?
 
   Frowning, the brown-cloaked man continued mumbling and Duncan answered. Pity clouded the little man’s eyes when he placed her hand in Duncan’s. He finally addressed her. When he asked, “Doth thou pledge thy troth?” Beth’s heart tripped with understanding.
 
   Stunned, she tried to pull her hand from her ghost’s grasp. She slurred, “I can’t think, let alone...” and the world went black.
 
   “She has swooned,” Father Given sputtered as if everyone in the hall were blind. “We must stop the ceremony.” 
 
   Duncan, his right arm fully occupied with his faint bride, reached out with his left arm and grabbed the priest’s frock. He hissed feeling the stitches in his wounded shoulder tear open. “Priest, we will continue. She consented, said ‘Aye Katherine LeBeau’ before swooning and I’ve witnesses aplenty who’ll willingly attest to it.” He glanced over his shoulder to his clansmen standing around the room. To the man they all nodded. Duncan again faced the priest. “I dinna rescue her just an hour ago—killing seven men in the doing—to have ye now deny her wish to wed. ‘Tis not her fault the poor wee lass was attacked by the Bruce’s men.” He leveled a glare at the priest then shook him for good measure. “Continue!”
 
   Duncan had to make Katherine LeBeau Demont his bride before sunset. He had no choice.
 
   Their regent, the Duke of Albany, was determined to control Katherine’s dowered lands through Duncan’s loyalty. The man had made it abundantly clear this distant niece of his was to be Duncan’s bride by this date or Duncan would lose all his holdings, no doubt, to the Bruce. 
 
   Just the thought of his clan—-ever loyal to him—being turned out upon this brutal land without food or shelter, without his strong arm to protect them, was intolerable. He shook the priest again. “Do we ken one another?”
 
   The priest reluctantly nodded and raced through the remainder of the ceremony. When the priest finally mumbled “Amen”, Duncan uttered a satisfied grunt. 
 
   At his side, Angus slapped him on the back in congratulations causing Duncan to growl, “Damn, man!”
 
   “Augh, Duncan, I’m sorry. I forgot.”
 
   “If ‘twas yer bloody back, I doubt ye would.” 
 
   His last wife Eleanor had done her evil well. She’d been dead a fortnight and his shoulder was still a ragged, inflamed mess after her assault. Had he not been made wary by finding her traitorous missive to her lover, she might well have succeeded in killing him. When she fell on her own blade during their struggle and died, she’d done him a favor. He’d never liked her, but having to kill her—a woman—wouldn’t have set well on his conscience. 
 
   He’d sworn then never to marry again. Having pledged his fidelity thrice to keep his clan secure and suffered the consequences, one would have thought thrice enough to please God and king. But nay. Before Eleanor’s grave had had a chance to sprout grass or his shoulder to heal, Albany’s edict—King’s seal and all—had arrived.
 
   He looked down at the drenched bride in his arms. Her eyes were ringed with soot and her cheeks streaked black and bloody. A mottled bruise the size of a goose egg marred her high forehead. No wonder the woman had fainted. 
 
   He looked at his friend. “While I carry her to the solar, order the food served.”
 
   “I’ll take her,” Angus offered.
 
   “Nay. She’s mine now, for better or worse.”
 
   ~#~
 
   Beth opened her eyes to find familiar bedposts and an equally familiar board and beamed ceiling. She was in her bed, in Blackstone’s solar. She sighed. It had all been a dreadful dream. Thank heaven. 
 
   She stretched and nearly screamed. Good Lord, what had happened to her legs and back? 
 
   The storm. She remembered struggling to get onto the capsized boat. She must have wrenched a muscle or three. Cautiously, she rolled onto her side and saw heavy drapes hanging where only her sparkling mullion windows should be. Her brain then filled with flashes of being trapped in a box with two dead women, of Duncan, of severed limbs and bleeding men, and then the priest.
 
   Her gaze flew around the room. Oh, God! The tapestries, the gilt mirror, the brass and-irons in the fireplace were all gone. Seeing that the dresser with her prized make-up collection had also disappeared while she slept brought her straight to her feet. The room spun and she reached for a bed poster. She was still trapped in her nightmare. She took several deep breaths and pinched her wrist. Hard. Nothing changed. 
 
   “Just calm down, Beth. This is only a dream. A bad dream, but nothing more. Just wash your face and you’ll see.” Head aching and heart pounding, she walked into the bathroom. 
 
   She stifled a scream with her hands. 
 
   Where her tub should have been hung odd, long-sleeved gowns. Where her sink should have been sat large chests. Where the toilet should have been sat nothing. She felt an overwhelming urge to scream yet again. 
 
   “This can’t be happening.” She spun and raced to the east facing windows and threw back a covering. Her beautiful mullion windows were gone. Only soft lavender light and a gentle sea breeze greeted her. 
 
   It was dawn; the sun was just starting to gild the hills across the bay. She couldn’t have lost a whole day, could she? Panicked, she searched the shore for the familiar, white stucco buildings of Drasmoor, for the church steeple and flower-lined streets. She found only fine spirals of smoke rising from a myriad of squat thatched buildings scattered near the beach and into the hills. The boats lining the beach were small with reefed sails. There wasn’t an outboard motor in sight.   
 
   “Where the hell am I?” She pushed an agitated hand through her hair, winced then tentatively explored the lump on her forehead. 
 
   Had she washed-up on some distant beach where there just happened to be another castle? Given the ferocity of the storm, it was altogether possible. Yes, that’s what happened. She hadn’t lost her mind. The rest was simply a nightmare. 
 
   She heaved a sigh and wondered where her rescuer hid. Probably still asleep given the hour. When her stomach growled, she muttered, “No wonder you have a headache.” She’d missed two meals on top of being knocked unconscious. But more pressing than hunger was her need to find a bathroom. 
 
   Since she couldn’t wander the halls in the tissue thin nightgown someone—she hoped it had been a woman—put on her, she looked for her clothes. Not finding her jeans or sweater, she donned a green silk sleeveless cloak. 
 
   She peeked into the hall and heard someone stirring below.
 
   Her unease only grew as she reached the third level. The floor plan of this keep was identical to hers, but the décor wasn’t. 
 
   This castle hadn’t been modernized. Oil sconces lined the walls and brittle rushes crunched under foot. The owner had to be a purest. Wondering if the owner had opened his home to tourists—-which would explain why the place looked like an armory—-she turned a corner and collided with a small, dark-haired woman of about thirty years dressed in a period costume.
 
   “I’m so sorry.” Beth steadied the startled woman carrying a mountain of cloth. “I was just looking for the bathroom.”
 
   “Um..., ” The woman, her dark eyes growing round, looked about helplessly. 
 
   Beth, deciding the woman had to be new here as well, gave the petite woman’s arm a pat. “Never mind. I’ll find it myself.” As she turned to go, the woman tugged Beth’s sleeve and pointed in the direction she’d just come from. Great. She’d managed to pass the bathroom.
 
   Following the woman, Beth wondered how far from home she’d landed. Would someone be available to give her a lift back to Drasmoor right away? The Silversteins were probably having a fit thinking she’d drowned. She needed to call them. Surely her host had a phone for emergencies, if nothing else.   
 
   Arriving back in the solar, Beth groaned. If she didn’t find the bathroom soon, she’d explode. 
 
   The woman, murmuring in French, held out the bundle of clothing. Beth smiled as best she could. “Miss, I need to find a bathroom. Now.” She placed a hand on her lower belly and started to jig. The woman’s face lit with understanding.
 
   The lady laughed. “Ah, oui, oui, madame.”
 
   “Yes, I have to wee wee, as soon as humanely possible, if you don’t mind.”
 
   To Beth’s astonishment, the woman reached under the bed and pulled out a chamber pot. 
 
   “Ah.” Apparently, her host not only turned his back on electricity but on indoor plumbing, as well. Perhaps this castle was a museum. There were a plethora of them listed on maps and in tourist guidebooks. She took the crazed pot from her hostess’s hand. When in Rome...
 
   ~#~
 
   Duncan, having no appetite, pushed his still full trencher away. He’d not slept, being sore and fevered, and now felt far worse. Adding to his misery, he’d peeked into the solar late last night to be sure his bride still breathed and been shocked by her state. Not only was the woman bruised and battered, she was as plain as porridge. How he would garner the enthusiasm to bed the woman was beyond knowing. But it had to be done—and soon—if he wanted to keep all he’d slaved over. 
 
   “Duncan, why so glum?”
 
   He looked up to find Flora Campbell, his first wife’s sister, at his elbow. As usual she looked the vision of womanhood draped in a vivid blue damask cotehardie that enhanced the tone of her milk white skin. Her deep chestnut eyes laughed at him—danced above a perfectly bowed grin. “Where is thy fair new lady?” 
 
   Flora had no doubt heard all that had transpired last night, right down to the finest details about his new wife’s appearance. Having little patience for Flora’s taunting humor on the best of days, he felt the sudden urge to wipe the smug expression from her face with the back of his hand. “Good morn, Flora.”
 
   “Can I offer ye something else?” She leaned forward—giving him a clear view down her décolleté—and tipped his trencher. “Ye apparently have no appetite for what ye’ve been given.”
 
   As always, Flora wielded her tongue like a double-edged claymore. If ye took offense, she’d claim ye’d misconstrued her meaning. And if a willing man waylaid her after she’d flirted outrageously, she acted the wounded party. Lord knew he’d broken up many a fight after a night’s mead had loosened his men’s inhibitions—and her tongue—to pay any heed to her beauty. Which, according to Angus, was reason enough for her taunting him. 
 
   Duncan had put forth five good men—not close friends—in the hopes of marrying her off, but to no avail. Regrettably, Flora was not a domina—a wealthy widow entitled to one third of her husband’s estate, so he’d not been able tempt a greedy man with land. Nor was she religious enough to become a voweress, one of those mature women who chose to devote their lives to God in some distant nunnery. Flora was only a beautiful, poorly dowered woman who chose remain unmarried just to annoy him. 
 
   About to tell her to leave him in peace, a murmur rose in the hall. He looked up to find his bruised bride standing in the doorway beside his advisor’s wife, Rachael. Studying his ladywife, he couldn’t help but wonder what he’d done that she should be foisted upon him. He shrugged. It didn’t matter at present, for his new ladywife appeared more than a wee bit frightened as her gaze swept the crowded hall. 
 
   He made his way toward her. When her gaze made contact with his, she blanched then swayed. He was nay the bonniest of men to be sure, but that was ridiculous, definitely not a good sign that she was again ready to faint at the mere sight of him before one and all.
 
   “My lady.” He took her cold hand in his to steady her.           
 
   Beth’s breath caught. Duncan’s calloused hands felt not warm but hot as they swallowed hers. 
 
   And it was true. 
 
   Her ghost was now flesh and blood, tall and gloriously handsome despite his high flush. But how could this be? And who were all these people staring at her? She knew she looked frightful without make-up, but staring bordered on rude. And why were they all dressed for a costume party at dawn? 
 
   With a hand at her waist, Duncan guided her through the throng to the opposite end of the hall. He pulled out a chair and motioned for her to take a seat. With effort, she tore her gaze from the women in their odd headdresses and the bearded men wearing broadswords only to see the very falcon chairs she’d retrieved from the storeroom. Her heart slammed into her ribs.   
 
   She grasped Duncan’s hot hands with her now frigid ones. Shaking, fearing the answer, she asked, “Where the hell am I?” 
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter 5
 
    
 
   Anger roiled in Duncan’s belly. He’d suffered through three loveless political marriages and now the house of Stewart had foisted a raving lunatic on him. 
 
   Mutely, he watched as his new wife, muttering and wringing her hands, pace the solar. He understood only a scattering of words, for she spoke her English quickly and with an unfamiliar accent. His efforts to calm her using French and Gael had been for naught. She only shook her head as she continued her frantic muttering and pacing. 
 
   Feeling a strong kinship with the biblical Job and annoyed beyond endurance, he finally bellowed, “Katherine, sit ye!”
 
   She jumped, blanched, and with mouth agape stared at him. She then took a deep breath and glared back. “I’m Beth.” She tapped her chest. “Beth.”
 
   “Beth?”
 
   “Aye.” She crossed the room and tapped his chest. “Duncan.” She tapped her own. “Beth.”
 
   Ah, she wanted him to call her Beth. Fine, he’d call her rhubarb if would stop her damn muttering and pacing. “Beth.”
 
   She waved her hands about asking another rapid question, and he shook his head in confusion. Sighing in apparent exasperation, she took his hand and pulled him to the window. 
 
   “Where am I?” She asked the question very slowly—as if she spoke to a bairn—and pointed to the village.
 
   “Drasmoor.” 
 
   “And this?” She waved a fluttering hand around the room and to the floor.
 
   They were finally making progress. Perhaps she was not wode—-mad—but merely simple. He could only pray. “Blackstone. I am the MacDougall, yer laird and husband.”
 
   When her eyes grew huge, he stood straighter. She was obviously impressed, as well she should be. She then mewed, “ooh,” in what could only be described as agony and crossed the room. She sat on the bed and buried her face in her hands. Confused, he went to her side and lifted her chin to find a disturbing flood of tears. “What ails ye, lass?”
 
   “What year is this?”
 
   “Doth not ye ken?” When she shook her head, he sighed. Slowly he told her, “‘Tis the year of our Lord one thousand, four hundred and eight.”
 
   “How?”
 
   Aye, how indeed, had life passed so quickly? Not knowing the answer himself, he merely opened his hands and shrugged. 
 
   The simple gesture nearly brought him to his knees. He grabbed the bedpost for support as beads of sweat erupted across his face and icy chills swept his limbs. His innards started to churn. Damn Eleanor and her blade.
 
   “Duncan?” His new bride’s shaking hand flew to his forehead. “My Lord! What’s wrong?”
 
   He pushed her hand away and straightened. “Naught is wrong. Rest ye now. Rachael will come for ye at sup.”
 
   She tried to press her hand to his forehead again.
 
   “Nay.” He dodged to her right. He just needed to rest, to shake off the lassitude and fever that continued to confound him but he was not ill. He forced a smile. His confused bride could probably do with a little rest, as well. The bruising on her forehead had deepened in hue. Only heaven and Rachael knew what other damage hid beneath his bride’s borrowed gown. 
 
   Standing in the solar doorway, looking at his befuddle wife, he silently cursed. Once he felt more himself, the Bruce would pay dearly for this insult. Albany’s insult couldn’t be dealt with swiftly or as obviously, but in due course he, too, would feel the wrath of the MacDougall. He studied the confusion and hurt in Beth’s eyes. God’s teeth! His revenge would suit the crime. 
 
   He was being deprived of the possibility for having a healthy and competent heir.
 
   ~#~
 
    
 
   Beth, standing before the solar window, pinched her arm one more time. “Ouch!” 
 
   Spending the day in hiding, telling herself she was caught in some macabre dream had accomplished nothing. The sun had risen to its zenith and the village of Drasmoor had remained as she’d found it at dawn, just a scattering of little thatched huts. Many of the boats had returned with the day’s catch and at least fifty people now milled around the shoreline.  
 
   How on earth had this happened? Had she brought it on herself? 
 
   She’d been a secret Anglophile for years. She consumed historical romances—-particularly those with a swatch of tartan or thistle on their covers—-like they were made of air. She’d frequently wished she could live in the past with a dark, handsome hero, but good Lord, she’d never expected it to happen!
 
   Or had her wishing for Duncan to be flesh and blood been the cause? Whoever said, “Be careful what you wish for,” hadn’t known the half of it. And here she was in the early fifteenth century—the age of chivalry and romance with a Highland hunk having claimed her—without so much as a mascara wand. How cruel can life get? She heaved a sigh. 
 
   “Wishful thinking has never gotten you anywhere but here, Beth, so you’d best do something or you’ll never get back to your own world.”
 
   Her stomach growled in earnest making her decision on where to start simple. After eating, she would search out her husband. 
 
   Husband. 
 
   She looked down at the gold and ruby ring she now wore. She didn’t remember Duncan placing it on her finger, but then she couldn’t remember much more than leaning into his side as she wavered before the priest. Apparently, in this day and age, brides needn’t consent—let alone be lucid—to wed. But why had he agreed to their marriage? They’d only shared a week together, and had only spoken once. She shook her head and spun the ring on her finger. 
 
   Years ago she’d reconciled herself to the fact that she’d never wear such a ring, that love wasn’t something she would ever experience. Had he fallen in love with her? Was that why she’d shifted in time? More importantly, was she capable of falling in love in return? 
 
   She grunted, unable to lie to herself. Her simple fascination with her handsome spirit had converted to something more meaningful, deeper, days ago. Hadn’t she dreamt of him? Hadn’t she pictured him sitting across from her chatting the nights away? Of course she’d pictured them together in the twenty first century...
 
   Her stomach growled again. Out of habit she looked for a mirror to check her make-up. “Oh, God.” The thought of mingling with the people downstairs with her face as bare as a baby’s bottom twice in one day made her hands shake. 
 
   She’d been too confused and upset when Rachael had helped her dress this morning to worry, but not now. 
 
   Her hands traveled from her lips to the beautiful brocade gown she wore, across the rich peacock colors to the thick pearl beading on the bodice. The gown’s beauty had distracted her this morning. That, and battling Rachael’s attempts to beautify her. The Frenchwoman, to Beth’s horror, wanted to pluck Beth’s eyebrows off and raise her forehead by plucking out her natural hairline to create the same high-domed look Rachael, herself, sported. Rachael, having lost that battle, decreed Beth would wear a headdress, the woman’s personal favorite being an over-sized, over-starched nun-like affair of white linen. After another half hour argument filled with hand gestures and wretched eye rolling, Beth reluctantly consented to having her hair braided and tucked into two golden snoods that covered her ears and was secured to her head by a smooth brass ringlet. 
 
   Her hands shifted to the narrow, jeweled belt at her waist. She fingered one of the smooth purple stones and sighed. She only had two choices, starve to death in her room or face her demons sans make-up but in a beautiful dress. Neither held any appeal, but her head ached and her gut burned. Resigned to the inevitable, she pinched her cheeks, licked her lips and headed for the door.
 
   In the great hall she found a half dozen men sitting at long tables. Some nodded as they stood. When Rachael entered, Beth hurried over to her.
 
   “Where is Duncan?” Hoping to ease the pounding in her head, she reached for an untouched loaf of dark bread on the table. She broke off a piece and found it dry and gritty. Hoping to soften it enough to swallow, she peeked into a nearby pitcher and sniffed. Ale. Yuk!
 
   “The MacDougall ‘tis with my husband, tres honoree dame.”
 
   “Where?”
 
   “In yon bailey.” Rachael waved toward the east facing windows.
 
   Beth smiled. She’d not had to repeat her words to be understood. Keep it short and sweet, Beth, and you might just survive until you can find your way out of this nightmare. 
 
   “May I have some water, please?”
 
   “Of course, madame.” Rachael scanned the room and muttered, “Zee lazy lass. ‘Twill be brought to yer solar forthwith.”
 
   “Thank you, but I’ll just have a glass here.”
 
   Rachael frowned at her for a moment, shrugged, then turned away. 
 
   Beth nibbled on her bread and studied her fellow diners and the room’s decor. Most of the men, huddled in groups, and the women, shuffling past with arms full of ale tankards, were fair and blue eyed. They ranged in age but not one—save the priest— carried any spare fat, which she found surprising, given the volume of food they were consuming. After watching several men pitch bones to the floor, she cautiously peeked under her chair and immediately raised her feet. 
 
   An enterprising student could have re-created a dinosaur from the waste in the rushes. No wonder the room smelled rank. And all this time she’d been blaming the occupants’ lack of deodorant.   
 
   The bread continued to roll like pebbles in Beth’s mouth and she looked about for Rachael. Wondering what could be keeping her, Beth noticed a beautiful familiar looking woman studying her from a shadowed corner of the hall. Beth smiled tentatively. The woman rose. As she approached, Beth realized why the woman looked so familiar. The woman’s flawless skin, chocolate doe eyes, and mahogany hair made her the spitting image of Winona Ryder. Oh, lordy, just what I need. Another naturally beautiful woman in my life.
 
   “Bon jour, tres honoree dame.” The lovely woman curtsied. “Je m’appelle Flora Campbell.”
 
   “Good morning.” Beth’s smile faltered. “I’m afraid I don’t speak French.”
 
   “Nay? But ‘tis the tongue of all gentils hommes. Ye must speak.”
 
   “No. I’m sorry.”
 
   Her confusion evident, Miss I’m Too Lovely for My Clothes tried again. “I be Flora Campbell. I bid ye welcome.” To Beth, the woman didn’t look so much welcoming—weelcooming, as she pronounced it—as curious.
 
   “Thank you.” Beth waved toward the empty place next to her. “Please sit.” As Flora made herself comfortable Beth assessed the lady with an expert eye. Yup, the woman’s full lips, kangaroo-long lashes, and flawless skin with its dusting of rose at the cheeks were all products of Mother Nature. Even her choice of a magenta gown was perfect. It enhanced her coloring and accentuated her perfect figure. Beth took a deep breath and swallowed her envy. Unfortunately, swallowing it couldn’t keep her from feeling like a warthog under the woman’s scrutiny. 
 
   “Ye spake oddly,” Flora told her. “Where from cometh ye?”
 
   “America.” When her companion’s brow furrowed, Beth added, “From across the sea, far away.”
 
   “Ah, and your dower?”
 
   “Dower?”
 
   “Ye hostile and lands.”
 
   Ah, she means dowery. Why else would a handsome man like Duncan MacDougall choose someone like her, huh? “I have a castle on an isle.”
 
   “‘Tis as grand?” Flora’s wave encompassed the room.
 
   “Absolutely identical.” 
 
   Apparently not pleased, Flora cast a critical eye over Beth’s costume. “If thou art well-dowered, why doth ye wear the gowns of the laird’s third wife?”
 
   Did she just say third wife? The wad of bread Beth had been chewing suddenly clotted her throat. How the hell many wives has Duncan had? She’d read about only one. Is this woman—now looking down her perfect little nose at her—implying she was number four? And where the hell is Rachael and the water? A body could die of thirst around here.   
 
   “Ye must ken ye uncle, the Duke of Albany well.”
 
   “No...nay, I’ve never met him.” Beth missed whatever the woman said next as she continued to ruminate over Duncan’s other wives. Did they divorce during this time? She didn’t think so.
 
   Flora tapped Beth’s arm to get her attention. “Why, then, dost Albany find ye digne to wed The MacDougall?”
 
   Beth shrugged. “You’ll have to ask him, Flora. I haven’t a clue.”
 
   “Clue?” 
 
   Beth didn’t get a chance to explain her American slang. Rachael, looking quite pleased, had arrived with a large pan of hot water, toweling, and a small mirror. 
 
   “Ye water and glass, madame.”
 
   As the fourth Lady MacDougall groaned, Flora curtsied and backed away. She wove her way back through the cluttered hall and resumed her place in the far corner. She picked up her needlework and pretended to embroider as she studied Blackstone’s newest mistress through lowered lashes. 
 
   So this is the next wife Duncan the Black gets to torment. The new Lady MacDougall was certainly nothing to look at and as addled, poor thing, as rumor accounts. So how will he dispose of this one? Twill, no doubt, be the easiest to eliminate yet. For kill her he will, just as he killed her beloved sister. And if he dinna, she’d tend to it herself.
 
   # # #
 
    
 
   Duncan ran an agitated hand through his hair as he stood in the bailey and studied the shafts of papers Isaac Silverstein had compiled. 
 
   “Have we enough to finish the kirk and get through the winter?”
 
   Isaac rolled a shoulder, “Oui, but only if ye dinna have the brass effigy made. Simply carve Mary’s name into the stone, and forego the elaborate woodwork.” 
 
   No effigy. As he buried her, he’d promised Mary she’d be memorialized in bronze. His second and third wives he’d made no such promise to, but Mary had been a good woman and deserved the honor. Too, her sister Flora and her father, the Campbell, would expect it. 
 
   He looked about the bailey, his gaze settling on the blacksmith pounding out hinges for doors he’d yet to find enough wood to make. Perhaps he’d been foolish in not taking up the Duke of Albany’s offer. ‘Twas not too late. He could don his armor and once again sell his soul and arm, becoming a mercenary fighting in Normandy for the French King against Henry IV of England. The thought of maiming and killing men he held no personal grudge against yet again he found distressing. As much as leaving Blackstone unfinished and in the hands of untried warriors, for he knew Angus and Douglas would insist on following him. But if it has to be done. . . 
 
   Damn his hapless sire. 
 
   “Halt fashing, Duncan,” Isaac murmured. ‘Tis making ye ill. We must simply be prudent. All will be well.”
 
   “We lost half of our wee kine in that late snowstorm, Isaac. Ye ken we must now barter or buy meat if we don’t want to butcher our breeders.”
 
   “True, but the fishing is going well, non? The women are drying flakes in salt as we speak, and the crops look promising, so we willna starve.”
 
   “Looking promising and being harvested are not the same thing.”
 
   “Duncan, do ye not trust me?”
 
   He looked at his advisor, the man who not ten years ago had been sentenced by the villagers of Ballimoor to cumburenda—-burning at the stake—and sighed. “Aye, I trust ye. Ye’ve kept me afloat with ye wee trading all these years with naught but a few marks of silver.”
 
   “And will continue to do so. Here.” He handed Duncan an invitation bearing the King’s seal. “The tournament is to be held in honor of His Majesty’s birthday in two months time. No man can beat ye at the lists or at jousting, so yer fears are for naught, mon ami.” Isaac gave him a slap on the shoulder as he walked away. 
 
   Duncan hissed as his back muscles knotted like the tarred shrouds on a ship. Pain radiated down his spine and left arm. “Merciful mother of God, why will I not heal?”
 
   He felt a tap on his good arm.
 
   “We need to talk.” His wode new ladywife stood at his side with her hands on her hips. 
 
   He frowned seeing her for the first time in the harsh light of day. God’s Breath! Save for the bruising and the silver flashing from her gray eyes, she had to be the plainest female he’d ever beheld. His gaze instinctively traveled downward. A good foot taller than she, he had no difficulty looking into the gaping bodice of her gown. He seriously doubted she could nourish a babe with what little she had to offer, let alone keep a man like himself—-one with a preference for heavy-breasted women—-satisfied. The thought of breeding prompted him to ask, “How many years be ye?”   
 
   She clutched the top of her gown and frowned at him. “Twenty-four. Why?”
 
   The answer surprised him. He’d been told she was just sixteen. Did Albany think he’d not ask, or had His Conniving Highness merely assumed she’d have a strong enough sense of self-preservation to lie? And what other lies has Albany foisted upon him?
 
   “Duncan, we need to talk. I need to know how I came to be here, and I really need to go back. And why did you marry me? We certainly don’t know each other well enough.” She heaved an exasperated sigh as he stared at her. “I know. I probably brought this about with my foolish daydreams, but all this...” Her arms waved about. “In truth, this is nothing like I imagined. Not with men urinating off the battlements into the ocean, food being thrown to the floor, my being dressed in wife number three’s clothes—-which don’t fit as you’ve already noticed—and my not being able to drink the damn water.”
 
   What the hell was she ranting about in her odd English? Why would she want to drink water? And what gave her the impression he’d tolerate that tone of voice from her? “Wife, I dinna like ye speech nor ken yer aggravations.” Seeing the men stopping their work to stare, he grabbed her arm. 
 
   Hauling his agitated bride toward the keep, he whispered through clenched teeth, “Were ye not at meat, wife? Were ye not clothed? What do ye find so grievous?”
 
   “Stop manhandling me!” She tried to pull from his grasp.
 
   “Nay, not ‘til ye be calm and respond with thought.”
 
   “Fine.” She sounded more dejected than angry as she tripped over her gown on the stairs to the solar. “I’ll answer anything you like, so long as you help me get back to where I belong.”
 
   “Ye belong here and ye belong to me, woman.” He walked her across solar and pushed her into a chair before the cold fireplace. In the process, he felt another stitch tear in his shoulder. When the pain eased—-when he opened his eyes, he groaned seeing her expression.
 
   “Bloody hell, woman, dinna start to greet.” He couldna abide a woman’s tears. They made him feel guilty, made something inside him want to run and hide. Or smash something.
 
   She wiped the wetness from her cheeks and straightened. “I’m not greeting. I just want to go home; to my coffee, to my mullioned windows, to my make-up, and God help me, to my fu—screwed-up plumbing and kerosene stove.” Seeing his shock, she blanched white and fresh tears coursed down her cheeks. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to swear.” She turned her face to the window and whispered. “It’s just that I don’t understand any of this, and I’m frightened.” She took a deep shuddering breath and murmured, “So very frightened.” 
 
   He had no idea what caw fee or o seen stove meant, but he did understand her terror. 
 
   He took a seat across from her and reached for her hands. “Lass, were ye a voweress?” 
 
    She’d come to him from a French nunnery where she’d been living since her husband’s death. Since only the most pious—the religiously zealous-—did this, her cursing not only came as a shock, it underscored the level of her distress. 
 
   He wanted to strangle Albany. 
 
   His second wife, unbeknownst to him, had been a religious fanatic and look how that ended? ‘Twas sad, that this woman should also be land rich and coin poor. Otherwise, she might have had the hundred pounds sterling per year needed to keep Albany from marrying her off, and they would have both been spared. 
 
   “Tis sorry I be, lass, but ye be my bride and here ye must remain.”  
 
   “No. I could lose my home.” She wrung her hands. “I need to get back to the twenty-first century where I belong.”
 
   He blinked. He couldna possibly have heard her correctly. If he had, she was truly brain-coddled. But no matter, she had to remain at Blackstone if he and his clan were to keep their home. 
 
   They spoke at each other rather than with each other, for what felt like hours. 
 
   Beth finally gave up. 
 
   Now, she simply wanted to hide from his furious perusal. Her eyes felt blood-shot and her nose...she didn’t want to think about. It had the nasty habit of turning scarlet from bridge to tip whenever tears threatened and they’d done more than threaten in the last half-hour. She suspected she looked like a baboon’s ass, which, no doubt, did little to enhance her credibility.
 
   She stood and walked to the window while Duncan, an obviously unhappy man, tried to digest what she’d told him. 
 
   “Ye be wode, woman, if ye truly believe yerself a spirit.”
 
   Great. Not only did he have no memory of her, he still didn’t understand. To make matters worse, he had called her wode frequently enough for her to understand he thought her insane. “No, Duncan, I’m not a spirit. I do know—-ken—-I’m flesh and blood.” 
 
   She twisted the ring on her hand. Was she the first wife to wear it or the fourth? Thank heaven she’d found Duncan’s diary and had spoken to him before this nightmare began. If she hadn’t, she’d likely be jumping out the window after enduring his ceaseless ranting and glaring. 
 
   “Duncan, stop.” She held up her hands in defeat. “We’re not getting anywhere. You can’t or won’t help me, and I’m too tired right now to care.” The dull throb at her temples had converted to stabbing needles of pain behind her eyes. Her teeth were even beginning to ache. “I need something to eat.” 
 
   Obviously exasperated, Duncan threw up his hands. When he resumed his thick burred grumbling and huffing at a staccato pace before the fireplace, she walked out the door.
 
   ~#~
 
    
 
   “She then turned her back to me and walked out! On me, her laird!” Parched, Duncan reached for the tankard on the hall table and took a deep swallow of ale. “I tell ye, Angus, this woman isna long for the grave. Had I not already lost three wives, I swear I would have smote her then and there, putting us both out of our miseries.” The utter gall of the wench!
 
   “My lord?”
 
   He turned to find Flora at his elbow, grinning like a cat with a mouth full of feathers. “What?”
 
   “Yer lady, sire. She’s not at Vespers. The priest is most anxious. He canna start without her and she canna be found.”
 
   Duncan clamped down on an oath. “Start without her.”
 
   “But—”
 
   “Do as I say!” He waved her away. When she curtsied and slid away looking none to pleased, Duncan cursed.
 
   Angus grinned. “Now what?” 
 
   Duncan took another swallow and came to his feet. “We find her, then haul her to the chapel, trussed if need be.”
 
   ~#~
 
   When Beth’s capsized launch was discovered bobbing in the harbor, a hue and cry raced through Drasmoor. Women, keening, raced along the beaches and headlands in search of Beth. Men, swearing and praying, ran for their boats and grappling hooks. Tom Silverstein raced to his launch and headed for Blackstone. 
 
   The ride across the harbor felt like the longest of his life though he pushed the throttle to maximum speed. With his gaze raking the boulders at Blackstone’s base for Beth, he nearly collided with Blackstone’s quay. He threw the engine into reverse. As the engine choked and the sea churned, nearly swamping the stern, he threw a line around a cast iron pole and jumped.
 
     Yelling Beth’s name at the top of his lungs, he tore through the bailey and into the keep. Heart pounding, palms sweating, he ran up the stairs and into the solar. The room stood empty. He sniffed the still air. Something had caught fire, but what? He bellowed for her again. Silence answered. 
 
     Shaken, fearing Beth had truly drowned and been washed out to sea, he walked to the rumpled bed and spied a bit of torn leather and a wink of gold. He moved the covers and couldn’t believe his eyes. He was staring at the famed Broach of Lorne—-the only tangible proof the MacDougall clan had defeated Robert the Bruce in battle—rested among the coverlet’s folds. His heart nearly stopped. No one had seen the Bruce’s bejeweled ornament in six centuries. He’d come to believe it a legend, just as his treacherous heart had begun to suspect the coming of the one had to be. He reached out a tentative hand to pick it up and realized the bedding was wet. He brought the damask to his nose and sniffed. There was no mistaking the clammy scent. Seawater. 
 
     His heart stuttered with understanding. “She hasna drowned.” His laird had somehow rescued her. Tom fingered the broach with shaking fingers. He listened. Hearing nothing, feeling nothing but a heavy stillness in the room, he took a shuddering breath. “It has begun.” 
 
     Now, all he could do was he pray for Beth. His infant son’s future depended on it.
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter 6
 
    
 
   Disappointed by Duncan’s anger and his resistance to helping her, Beth roamed from room to room thumping on panels, spying behind wall hangings, and looking under beds and rugs in the hopes of finding a secret passage that could take her back to her world. When none materialized, she, desperate, sought out mirrors thinking she might be able to pass through one like Alice in the Looking Glass. After hours of searching through the dusty keep and storage rooms, nothing had changed but the condition of her clothing. 
 
   Her only consolation...her head felt better. Whatever Rachael had put in her tea had certainly taken care of her headache. Knowing such medicinal cures existed in this day and time improved her mood marginally. 
 
   Bone weary, she sought refuge from the curious in an out-of-the way sitting room. She ran her fingers over the spines of the books on various tables around the room. Chartier’s Le Belle Dame sans Merci. “Humph, French.”
 
   Books had become an important part of her life over the years. They were her comfort and respite in an often cold and uncaring world. She desperately needed her copy of Lorraine Heath’s Parting Gifts. She reread the novel during bleak periods when she needed an excuse for a good cathartic cry and the reassurance that good times regularly followed times like these. Or Diana Gabaldon’s Highlander series. She sighed at the irony. Here she had her own flesh and blood Highland hunk—more glorious than she even imagined Gabaldon’s Jamie Frasier to be—-and she was hiding, because she refused to deal with the pain. 
 
   During their discussion it become painfully apparent Duncan couldn’t abide the sight of her.
 
   She heaved a sigh and opened the elaborately decorated Abby of the Holy Grail and discovered—after much effort—the author wanted to teach her how to build a nunnery in her heart. She snorted. “Not likely.” 
 
   She opened the little The Book of Hours, only to find awkward sounding prayers the author expected the reader to recite eight times a day. Like anyone in their right mind had that kind of time on their hands. 
 
   She examined A Calendar of Saints, innumerable prayer sheets, lyrics sheets, poems, a volume containing recipes for curing bizarre sounding medical conditions, a volume of veterinary recommendations, and saints’ legends. The number of religious texts surprised her. Though Catholic, Duncan didn’t strike her as a particularly religious man, so why did he have so many? After a long hunt she finally found what she was hoping to find. With all the wives coming and going around Blackstone, she knew there had to be a few romances somewhere in the mix. 
 
   “Let’s see. Lancelot, Tristen, Merlin, Sir Degrevant, whoever he is, and the Quest for the Holy Grail. I may not lose my mind after all.”
 
   She carried her prizes to a high, window seat and made herself comfortable. She open Lancelot and was disappointed to find it written in French, as were Tristen and Sir Degrevant. She opened Quest for the Holy Grail and sighed. It was written in English. Not hers, but close enough. 
 
   Within minutes her gaze drifted from the awkward text to the widow, her thoughts again on escaping her nightmare. She studied the water lapping the rocks below. A black churning sea had been her last real memory. She’d tasted it even as she awoke trapped in the carriage. Her eyes widened, her heart thudded. That’s it! 
 
   She had to get into the water to escape this time and re-enter her own. 
 
   “Pardon, tres honoree dame, I did not mean to disturb ye.”
 
   She started and turned to find Rachael’s husband, Isaac Silverstein, standing in the doorway with his arms full of scrolls. She waved him in. “Please come. I didn’t know—-ken—- this room was being used.” Heart thudding, she started to rise.
 
   “Nay, please sit. Ye’ll not incomoder me.” 
 
   Beth grinned at his mix of French and English, so like his wife’s. Her awe at meeting people she’d come to know only as historical figures through Tom’s stories and Duncan’s diary had yet to wane. 
 
   Isaac, tall and thin, like his multi-great grandson Tom, walked toward her. “Why be ye not at Vespers?”
 
   “Vespers?”
 
   “Prayers.”
 
   “Ah. I’m not Catholic.” 
 
   He frowned then tipped up the book in her hands to read the cover. “A good tale.”
 
    “I hope so.”
 
   “Ye dinna choose a religious tomb?”
 
   She wrinkled her nose. “I prefer escapism.” When his frown deepened, she clarified, “I like legends and tales. Love stories with happy endings.” 
 
   “Ah. And yer first husband, dame? His passion?”
 
   She felt a blush rise. “I’ve never been married.” Seeing his eyes widen, she added, “Until now...to Duncan.”
 
   “But non, madame. You were married in France, oui?”
 
   “No. I’ve never been to France, and I’ve certainly never been married before.” She spun the gold band on her finger. How could something so beautiful—that should hold such promise—make her feel so empty? “This is the very first time.”    
 
   Scowling, he studied her for a moment then asked, “Madame, may I ask ye full Christian name?”
 
   “Katherine Elizabeth MacDougall Pudding...ah, MacDougall.” She grinned. “Hmmm, I have two MacDougall’s now.”
 
   “Hmm, indeed.” He chewed his lower lip for a moment. “Excusez moi, madame, I have something I must attend.”
 
   She stood. “It was a pleasure speaking with you. Rachael has been such ...” 
 
     Isaac raced out the door like the hounds of hell were on his tail, which left her saying, “...a big help,” to an empty room. 
 
   ~#~
 
    
 
   “Dearest, we must talk.” Isaac put his hand on Rachael’s bottom and pushed her into the distillery and closed the door.
 
   “Husband, as much as I’d like to play, I’m much too busy for nonsense right now.” 
 
   “Hush!” He quickly scanned the small room to be sure a lad wasn’t napping beneath a bench. “I just had a most distressing conversation with the MacDougall’s new wife.”
 
   “And?”
 
   “I can not take the time to explain now, but trust I’m asking this boon with purpose. I need you to find out all you can about our new lady’s past.”
 
   “Ask her yourself. I have wool to dye, clothing to mend—”
 
   “Rachael, I fear our Duncan has married an imposter.”
 
   She blanched. “But this can not be! If this is so, we loose everything.”
 
   Isaac, sweating profusely, nodded. 
 
   ~#~
 
    
 
   Duncan glanced over the parapet to see Beth, her skirts tucked up between her exposed legs, crawling in crab fashion across the boulders at the keep’s footing. “What in the name of all ‘tis holy is she doing now?”
 
   Angus looked down. “I hazard to guess, my friend, but we’d best capture her before she slides into the sea.”
 
   Duncan tore down the stairs. “She’s daft, I tell ye.” He shouldered his way past two men entering the keep’s doorway. ‘Twas a damn shame, too. She had lovely legs. “I would most willingly let her drown but for fashing over Albany’s retribution should she, too, die under my protection.”
 
   “Aye,” Angus agreed, “there is that.” They jogged across the bailey and through the arched portcullis. “Think drowning be her intent?”
 
   “I neither ken nor care, just so long as she doesna succeed.”
 
   They raced around the castle’s rocky face, repeatedly slipping on the jagged boulders, only to find the area they had last spotted Lady Beth now empty of all but lichen and barnacles.
 
   “Do ye think she fell?” Angus scanned the water for her body.
 
   “Nay. Look.” Duncan jumped a puddle and pointed to wet footprints just above the waterline heading toward the opposite side of the keep. Heart bounding with relief, he said, “Come.” 
 
   They circumnavigated the entire keep without catching site of his wode wife. Going through the portcullis, Duncan growled to the guard, “Have ye seen Lady Beth?”
 
   “Aye, my lord. She just entered the keep looking like a drown cat whilst carrying kelp.”
 
   “Kelp?” He stormed across the bailey, rubbing blood from the stinging cuts on his palms. “I tell ye, Angus, the woman will be the death of me.” 
 
   He strode into the great hall, ready to breathe fire. “Where is she?” he demanded of everyone in the room.
 
   Flora cocked her head to the side. “By she, do ye mean your bonnie wife, my lord?”
 
   Only haste kept a civil tongue in his head. “Aye.” 
 
   Flora’s pouty lips curled at the corners as she pointed to the stairs. “She passed just a moment ago.”
 
   He stomped across the hall. 
 
   At his heels, Angus asked, “What will ye do when ye find her?”
 
   “I’m trussing her for now, and then—as soon as I am able—I am placing her under lock and key in the west wing.” 
 
   After his and his ladywife’s wee talk in the solar, he had ordered the mason to break through two of the storage room walls to make a reasonably spacious prison apartment for her. He wasn’t, after all, an uncaring man. She would live in relative comfort until she or he passed to their heavenly reward. The last one to survive would be declared the winner.
 
   ~#~
 
   Beth heaved a sigh staring at the wilting kelp she’d wrapped in bits of twine and hung from the east wing’s storage room rafters. Her foray into the sea—her hope of escaping this archaic world—had been a freezing disaster. Nothing had changed except her body temperature and the condition of her gown. She had to escape. Her ego couldn’t take much more. 
 
   Unlike the compassionate tease Duncan had been in her time, the real Duncan remained distant, as if she were unfit for decent company. Nor could she take much more of Miss “I’m Too Sexy for My Clothes” Flora Campbell hovering about. It hurt for some inexplicable reason seeing Duncan’s gaze rake over the pretty woman. Beth stared again at her kelp. 
 
   Once dried and ground into a fine powder, the kelp—with the aid of oatmeal and a few egg whites—should make a passable face wash. She hoped. She couldn’t continue using the butter and rose petal concoction Rachael had loaned her much longer. Her face would turn into zit-central by week’s end and without make-up... 
 
   She shuddered and headed toward the great hall in search of Rachael. 
 
   Isaac’s petite wife had offered to help her alter the third wife’s gowns. The project held little appeal—-no one in their right mind wanted to wear a dead madwoman’s castoffs, but she needed clothing and wife number three’s gowns were the only ones that came close to fitting. 
 
   Beth found the hall crowded with anxious, milling clansmen. Finally finding Rachael among the throng, she asked, “What’s wrong?”
 
   “Tis the Laird. He collapsed in the bailey.” 
 
   Fear churned in Beth’s belly as she glanced at the clansmen, from one concerned expression to another. “Where is he? I want to see him.” 
 
   Rachael patted Beth’s arm. “Nay to fash, madame.” 
 
   “I want to see Duncan, now.”
 
   Rachael heaved a sigh. “As ye luste.” 
 
   On the third floor, Rachael led Beth to a familiar looking, barrel-chested man standing before a closed door. He’d been introduced to her as Duncan’s second in command. Rachael whispered to him and he shook his head. 
 
   He bowed toward Beth. “My lady.” 
 
   “Good day. I would like to see my husband.”
 
   He crossed his arms. “Nay, my lady, ye canna.” What followed she could only guess at, but his meaning was clear; he wasn’t about to move aside.
 
   She’d dealt with his kind in the past at the St. Regis and assumed a haughty stance and tone. “What is your name?”
 
   His face flushed and his scowled deepened. The first time she’d seen him—-the night Duncan had pulled her from the coach—his hands and clothing had been covered in blood. It was painfully apparent the man was not used to being challenged. Particularly, by a woman. 
 
   “Angus MacDougall, my lady.”
 
   “Step aside, Mr. MacDougall. I will see my husband. Now.”
 
   “Nay. Ye are not welcome, so sayith yer husband and yon doctor.”
 
   Doctor? Beth’s heart tripped with foreboding. Men of Duncan’s ilk only resorted to doctors when facing death’s door. She glared at Angus and reached for the door latch. 
 
   His bulk shifted to block her way and his right hand settled on the hilt of his dirk. “Nay, lady. I luste ye take leave with Rachael. The MacDougall will spake with ye when he is wont.”
 
   So, the man wanted her gone. Rachael apparently did, too. She kept tugging at Beth’s arm. Well, she had news for both of them. She was going in. The man lying on the other side of the door Angus so effectively blocked was her damn husband! 
 
   Beth jerked her arm free of Rachael and stared at the burly Scot. Since anger and haughtiness hadn’t worked, she had to change tactics. 
 
   She stepped closer and patted the Angus’s massive chest. “We both want what is best for Duncan, don’t we?” She spoke slowly, enunciating each word. He nodded. “Good. I’m Duncan’s wife and I’m worried. In order to help him, I must know what ails him. And I can’t do that from this side of the door.” She absently brushed a few crumbs from his tunic. “Do you understand?” He nodded. “Grand, then please step aside."
 
   He grinned without humor, displaying square, even teeth beneath a red mustache. Just as Angus again shook his head, a gut-wrenching moan—-sufficient to raise the hairs on Beth’s arms —emanated through the thick door at his back. 
 
   Without giving it a second thought, Beth slammed her knee into the towering Scot’s groin. 
 
   “Merde!” Rachael squealed as Angus, ashen faced, dropped to his knees, his hands cradling his testicles. 
 
   As he rolled onto his side groaning, Beth hiked her skirts and stepped over him. “Sorry, Angus, but you gave me no choice.” She reached for the door latch. “Rachael, be a dear, and take care of Angus, si vous plait.” As the door swung open, Beth exhausted her limited high school French by adding, “Merci.”
 
   Beth found Duncan, ghost white, on a small cot, his left arm dangling over the edge. The old man at Duncan’s side scowled at her then turned his attention back to Duncan’s forearm where blood poured from a four-inch gash. 
 
   She raced to Duncan’s side and asked, “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” 
 
   The old man ignored her as he scrambled to collect Duncan’s blood in a wooden bowl.
 
   Beth knocked the bowl from the man’s dirty hands and pushed him aside. She pressed on the wound to stem the flow and felt heat radiating off Duncan’s body. “My God, he’s burning up.” 
 
   “Nay, my lady!” The doctor tried to push her away. “Ye must let the foul humors drain. ‘Tis the only way.” 
 
   “Take your filthy hands off him!” She slammed an elbow into the old man’s ribs. The man’s body odor alone nearly took her breath away. 
 
   She applied firm pressure to her husband’s wound and bellowed, “RACHAEL!” 
 
   When the Frenchwoman poked her head through the doorway, Beth said, “Get this idiot out of here and find something to bind Duncan’s wound.”
 
   “Pardon, madame?”
 
   Beth took a deep breath, and tried again, this time at a much slower pace. “Please take the doctor away and find a dressing for this.” She moved her hand so Rachael could see the wound the fool had inflicted.
 
   “Oh! Oui, madame.” Rachael waved toward the door. “Doctor’, si vous plait.”
 
   “Rampe woman!” the doctor growled as he collected his questionable medical kit.
 
   Beth returned his glare. “What did you just say?”
 
   Rachael bit her lower lip. “He thinks ye rude, madame.”
 
   “I don’t care what he thinks so long as he gets the hell out of here.” Beth placed her free hand on Duncan’s forehead. Her husband’s fever had to be one hundred and four degrees, at the very least. Did they have aspirin in the fifteenth century? And what on earth could cause such a fever?
 
   She bent over him. “Duncan? Can you hear me?” He hadn’t so much as blinked during her altercation with the doctor. “Can you open your eyes?” He didn’t respond and her worry escalated. 
 
   She needed to undress him and needed two hands to do it. She looked about the monastic room for something to bind his wound. Finding nothing, she pulled at the left sleeve of her gown. It was fairly clean, unlike her skirt, which had been dragging over dusty stairwells and filthy rushes. Wrenching the sleeve free, she wrapped it around Duncan’s heavily muscled forearm. Having successfully stemmed the bleeding, she turned her attention to the difficulty of undressing her unconscious husband. 
 
   Beth had managed to free one of Duncan’s arms from his jacket when Angus lunged through the doorway. He face was a mask of rage as he held himself upright on the door. 
 
   “My lady,” he growled, “ye’d best—-“
 
   “Stop threatening, Angus, and get over here.” She pushed hair off her face with a shaking hand. Her throat burned, felt raw. She started wrestling Duncan’s left arm out of his shirt. “He’s burning up—fevered. Help me get him undressed.” 
 
   Angus staggered toward the bed. “Move.” He pushed her aside. Not trusting him, Beth scooted to the opposite side of the bed. 
 
   “Oh my God!” Her hand flew to her mouth as Angus rolled her husband and she could see the jagged wound stretching across Duncan’s left shoulder. Eight inches in length, it was a nauseating mass of mustard yellow, purple, and scarlet. Inflammation in the surrounding tissue looked like rays radiating off a setting sun. The few stitches that held it all together strained over the wound’s bulging, purulent core. 
 
   Angus looked over his liege lord’s shoulder to see what she gaped over and moaned. “Ack, man! Why had ye not said somethin’?”
 
   Beth dashed away her tears. “Hurry. We need to get his clothes off.” 
 
   Angus grunted and yanked off Duncan’s shirt. He had Duncan balanced on his side when Rachael raced into the room with a bowl of water, a small dressing, and a needle and thread.
 
   Beth grabbed the bowl from her hands. “I need more water—-hot, boiling water—and more dressings.” When Rachael frowned at her, Beth showed her Duncan’s shoulder. 
 
   Rachael immediately blanched.
 
   “Now, Rachael.” Beth waved the small pile of white linen at the woman. “I need more.” The woman nodded and raced out the door.
 
   Beth bit into her bottom lip and tentatively prodded around her husband’s shoulder. When puss oozed through his gaping stitches her stomach recoiled. Voice shaking, she said, “Angus, you have no reason to trust me, but please, I beg you, just do as I ask.” Her tears started falling in earnest as she scrubbed her hands in the water bowl. “I need to clean the cut on his arm before it, too, becomes infected.” 
 
   The damn fool doctor hadn’t bothered to wash his hands before slicing into Duncan. Beth seriously doubted he’d bothered to clean the blade he probably used to eat and clean his nails with. God only knew what added bacteria he’d introduced into Duncan’s system. 
 
   While Angus rotated Duncan onto his back, Beth stared at the supplies Rachael had deposited on the side table. Her stomach quivered. She’d never stuck a needle into anyone in her life, but she had sewn enough Cornish hens closed to feed an army. Surely, she could handle the needle and thread with some competence. She certainly couldn’t do worse than those around her. She, at the very least, understood sterility. 
 
   As she exposed the wound on Duncan’s arm, Rachael raced in with a pot of steaming water and Isaac followed with soap and enough sheeting to wrap a mummy. 
 
   She tore the fabric into strips then plunged a hand full into the scalding water.
 
   “Nay, madame!” Rachael squealed.
 
   It took everything Beth had not to scream herself. Her hands scarlet, she wrung out the fabric and started cleaning Duncan’s wounded arm. 
 
   Once satisfied the cut was as clean as possible given the circumstances, Beth picked up the needle and silk thread. Angus immediately stayed her hand and muttered something to Isaac. Beth waited. Isaac apparently took her side because Angus released her arm.
 
   “Please, God,” Beth whispered, as she pierced Duncan’s skin, “keep my hands and my stomach steady.” 
 
   Thankful her husband didn’t flinch and grateful she’d not passed out nor tossed her breakfast with the first thrust, Beth gathered her wits and continued, placing ten consecutive stitches deep and tight in Duncan’s forearm under everyone’s watchful gaze. 
 
   She looked up to find Rachael at her elbow holding a crock of suave reeking of medicinal herbs and grease. She shook her head but Rachael kept saying, “Oui, madame, ‘tis best.” 
 
   Reluctantly, Beth picked up another piece of fabric and plunged her hands back into the water. Confident she’d killed most of the germs and all of the skin on her hands, she wrapped the swatch of fabric around her finger, scooped out some poultice and applied it sparingly to Duncan’s arm. 
 
   Once his arm was dressed, she straightened and wiped the sweat and tears from her eyes. She found Angus staring at her. She told him, “It’s time to clean his shoulder wound.” 
 
   Wordlessly, Angus rolled Duncan onto his side as the others stared.
 
   Knowing she needed to open the wound to drain the puss, she held out her hand. “Your blade...dirk.” 
 
   He stared at her through narrowed eyes and murmured something to Isaac. Isaac murmured something back, and Angus reluctantly handed her the blade, hilt first. She dropped the blade into the deep pot of water. After a moment she bit her lip and retrieved it, this time suffering pain clear to her elbow. 
 
   She looked Angus in the eye and nodded. When the burly man tightened his grip on Duncan, she took a deep breath and sliced through the few knots holding Duncan’s shoulder together. A cupful of purulent fluid flowed like hot honey down Duncan’s back. Bile raced to her mouth. Even Angus gagged with the stench. 
 
   Forced to mouth breath, she murmured, “Rachael, more hot water.”
 
   Rachael, still bug-eyed, whispered, “Oui, madame,” and flew from the room.
 
   Beth poked and prodded to extract the puss hidden in pockets beneath Duncan’s inflamed skin. As she worked, she fervently wished her husband would open his eyes or, at the very least, groan. When he didn’t do either, panic ate at her limited composure and her hands began to shake. Were her efforts too little, too late? 
 
   She wasn’t a doctor; she had no antibiotics, no IV fluids, no way of even knowing what his temperature was. 
 
   As her eyes began to tear-up yet again, Rachael arrived with fresh hot water. Beth again plunged her hands into the scalding heat. She would do all she could with her limited knowledge—-all garnered from the Discovery Channel and friends, and then place her trust—Duncan’s life—in God’s hands. 
 
   With the wound clean, Beth agonized over whether or not she should stitch it closed. From her limited experience rushing kitchen staff to emergency rooms, she knew stitches had to be placed within twelve hours. According to those surrounding her, Duncan’s wound was weeks—not hours—old. Hearing loud murmurs, she looked up and found the doorway filled with anxious faces.
 
   Think, Beth, think. Hadn’t the doctors told Linda they couldn’t close her son’s wound after operating on his ruptured appendix? Yes. They had to pack the wound with saline-soaked gauze and let it heal on its own, from the bottom up. Linda said the method left a dreadful scar, but the boy lived. “Rachael, I need salt.” 
 
   Beth had no idea what proportion of salt to water would be best to make a saline solution, but decided too little might be better for healing than too much. 
 
   “Salt, madam?’
 
   “Aye, salt, and make those people go away.” As soon as she finished tending his wound, she’d need privacy to sponge Duncan down with cold water, to reduce his fever. That’s what Tammy did every time her baby developed a high fever thanks to innumerable ear infections. Of course, she also gave the baby Tylenol and antibiotics... 
 
   ~#~
 
    
 
   Watching the quiet rise and fall of Duncan’s chest, Beth’s breathing synchronized with his. With each intake of air her hope rose, with each fall of his chest she worried it might be his last. He hadn’t regained consciousness, hadn’t moved a voluntary muscle once during her long vigil. Her beautiful ghost, now flesh and blood, bulging muscles and broad brow, was trying his damnedest to die on her. And it hurt. Hurt so, she thought she, too, might die. 
 
   It made no sense. He didn’t care for her. Thought her insane. And still she thought him more man than she had ever imagined existing. He had only to speak, roll those delicious r’s, and her knees turned to jelly. 
 
   To make matters more untenable, unlike their time on the parapet when he was ghost and she a badly shaken woman, when he’d been compassionate and funny, now he only railed at her. She suspected, given the clan’s worried faces and tears, he was compassionate by nature. Just not with her. 
 
   Rachael tapped her shoulder, startling her. 
 
   “Madame, please go to sleep. I will watch the MacDougall.” 
 
   Beth straightened, wiping welled tears with the heels of her hands. “Thank you, Rachael, but no. I’ll stay.” She laid a tentative hand on Duncan’s forehead and her fear re-ignited. His fever was raging again. 
 
   She took a deep breath. She didn’t understand how the fates had brought her back in time, but suspected it was because Duncan had died too soon. She wasn’t about to let him make the same mistake twice. “I need more cold water.” 
 
   Rachael clucked. “Ye also need take meat, if not sleep.”
 
   “No...nay.” Food was the last thing she needed with her stomach still in knots and the close room still reeking of infection. “Just bring the water.”
 
   No sooner had Rachael left, than Angus returned. “How fares my lord?” He placed a hand on Duncan’s brow.
 
   “It’s still too soon to know.”
 
   “He willna die.”
 
   “I hope not, but that’s in God’s hands.” 
 
   Angus resumed his station, one he’d held since their ordeal began. Leaning against the wall with one leg cocked and his arms crossed, he looked like a petulant teen on a street corner. “Why care thee?”
 
   Why, indeed, did she care about a man who’d only shouted at her since she’d arrived? “He’s my husband.”
 
   “Ye love him not.” Angus’s scowl deepened. “Ye have yet to tup, so should he die, ye’ll not inherit.” 
 
   “Tup?” 
 
   “Ye have yet to consummate yer vows.”
 
   How in hell did Angus know this? Only she, plain-as-pudding Pudding, could be married three—-no, four days—to the dreamiest hunk this side of a romance novel and still be a virgin, but that wasn’t the point. Ire rising, she stood and glared at her husband’s guard. “Whether or not we’ve tupped is none of your damn business.” She would have banished Angus from the room had he not made it abundantly clear he wasn’t about to leave her alone with Duncan. “And another thing. I have a castle of my own—far nicer than this, I might add—so don’t you dare suggest I’d do away with Duncan to take what is rightfully his.” Through grit teeth she asked, “Do I make myself clear?” 
 
   He glared back. “Verra.”
 
   “So long as we understand each other.” She huffed and sat back down on the high-backed chair Rachael had provided when she realized Beth wasn’t about to leave Duncan’s side. 
 
   She looked at her hands and arms. They hurt despite Rachael’s ointment. Tiny blisters lined her fingers like corn on a cob. Tears came unbidden as she looked at the only part of her person she thought pretty. They’d be scarred.
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
  
 
   Chapter 7
 
    
 
   Duncan felt fluid pass his lips and gagged. What ever it was tasted like low tide, salty and rank.
 
   “Shh, Duncan.” A cool hand touched his brow. “You must drink this.”
 
   Ack! He recognized the voice. Why would the woman not leave him in peace? He rolled away from his ladywife and white-hot pain shot down his left arm and spine. He flopped onto his back and struggled to open his eyes. His voice cracked as he managed, “Leave.”
 
   “No. You need to drink this if you’re to heal.”
 
   Heal? From what? His lashes finally untangled. Beth, his termagant wife, hovered over him with tears in her eyes and a hollow reed in her hand. Why? 
 
   He turned his head and saw he wasn’t in the solar but in one of the smaller third floor rooms. Ah. He’d relinquished the solar to his ladywife until her apartment could be completed. Soon she’d be locked away. Verra good. 
 
   “Duncan, open your mouth.” He turned his attention back to her and saw she now held a spoon.
 
   “Leave.”
 
   She shook her head and pinched his nose. When he opened his mouth to yell, it filled with broth. He choked as he swatted aimlessly. Dear God, what ailed him? His strength had evaporated.
 
   Beth held out another spoonful. “You are going to drink this. We can do it the easy way or the hard, but one way or the other, it’s going in.” He shook his head and she reached for his nose again. Rather than drown he opened his mouth. 
 
   “Thank you. I’ll not have you dying of malnutrition after all you’ve put me through these last five days.” 
 
   He scowled. What five days?
 
   She heaved a sigh as she approached with another spoonful of broth. He recognized the taste. It was one of Rachael’s noxious remedies. For what, he could not recall.
 
   “You scared the stuffing out of me,” Beth mumbled. He scowled at her as he opened his mouth for another spoonful of broth. 
 
   “I swear I’ve never been so frightened in my life as I was that first night. You were so hot I honestly thought you’d have a seizure.” He opened his mouth again like a wee bird. She shoveled more broth in.
 
   “It didn’t help having Angus hovering over my shoulder for the first three days looking like he wanted to slit my throat, either.” She shuddered. “I really thought he might the first time I removed your dressings.” She ladled more soup into him. “I couldn’t blame him, though. Your wound looked ghastly, and he didn’t know me from a hole in the ground and here I was, taking over, issuing orders. Thank God, he listened. Truth be told, your man-at-arms would have had his hands full had he done otherwise. And don’t get me started on that ass of a doctor. It’s no small wonder you didn’t die.”
 
   What the hell is she rattling on about? 
 
   “Your shoulder still looks bad, but it’s a far sight better now, so...” She gave him another mouthful of broth.
 
   Ah, his shoulder wound. He flexed his left shoulder. It still hurt but not nearly as much as it had just...
 
   “Where—” He cleared the thickness in his throat. “Where is Angus?”
 
   “In the hall. Would you like me to call him?”  
 
   “Aye.”
 
   She put down the bowl, ran a tentative hand down his cheek and grinned. “You need a shave, but I guess that can wait.” 
 
   Shave? He touched his face and felt stubble. His beard was gone! What the bloody hell is going on here? He struggled to sit, only to find himself too weak to lift more than his head and his good shoulder. God’s teeth! “Angus. Now.” 
 
   She smiled. “As you wish, sire.” Too his utter surprise, she placed a kiss on his forehead before leaving. 
 
   ~#~
 
    
 
     “Finally, ye wake.” Angus clasped Duncan’s hand. “Ye know ye verra nearly shent my week by almost dying?” 
 
   “Dying?” 
 
   “Aye.” Angus dropped his voice to a whisper. “Had it not been for yonder wife, ye well may have. She’s not left yer side but to relieve herself in the garderobe. And why on earth did ye not say yer shoulder was a pestilence?” 
 
   Duncan shrugged his good shoulder. “I thought it healing.” Angus raised a disbelieving brow and grunted before glancing at Beth who now stood straight backed and staring out the room’s small window. 
 
   “Yer yon ladywife threatened all manner of mayhem when I suggested we bring back the doctor. Said she’d smote the man and then my bonnie self if ‘the raunchy bastard so much as crossed the threshold!’ Aye, those were her exact words.” 
 
   “I donna understand raunchy.” Bastard, he understood just fine.
 
   “Nor I, but her meaning sat clear as well water.” Angus chuckled. “And here I thought ye’d wed a pious woman.” 
 
   He had. Hadn’t he? She certainly wasn’t reticent about threatening, but swearing in Angus’s presence? No lady born would hazard such. 
 
   “Aye, and how she keened over ye, too, in the wee hours when she thought me asleep at the watch.” Angus shook his head, looking as bemused as Duncan felt. “She didna keen aloud, but silently, tears flowing like a burn, stroking yer brow. And she crooned when she thought herself alone with ye. I didna know her songs, but they were as soft as any lullaby.”
 
   How odd. Not a moment ago Lady Beth had nearly suffocated him by holding his nose.
 
   “And my beard?”
 
   Angus shrugged. “She said ye needed stripping to break yer fever and strip ye, we did, down to the flesh, face and all.” 
 
   Was naught sacred to the woman? With trepidation, Duncan raised a shaking hand to his head and found his hair still attached but braided. Praise the saints. 
 
   Angus chuckled, “She appeared quite satisfied with uncovering ye face and left it at that.”
 
   “Help me up.”
 
   Angus rested a hand on Duncan’s good shoulder. “Nay. Yon doctor wife would have my sweeties in her fist within a heartbeat. Ye are fevered still, though not as before. I’ve seen yer back, man. ‘Tis still a long way from healed.”   
 
   Duncan heaved an exasperated sigh. He had a hundred things he needed to attend to if he’d truly been out like a doused fire for five days. “As yer liege lord, I order ye to help me up.”
 
   “Nay. I’d rather face yer fury on yer next good day, than deal with yon lady’s ire on this one.” He patted Duncan’s hand. “Oblige me by staying put, do as she asks, and mend.” 
 
   Angus raised his voice and addressed Beth. “My lady, I take my leave, entrusting my lord into yer capable hands.”
 
   Beth blinked in surprise. Her husband’s second in command was leaving his post? “As you wish—-luste, Sir Angus.” His surprise at her deference registered before he could mask it. “Have a good day, Angus, and thank you for all your help.”
 
   Looking bemused, he bowed. 
 
   Beth returned to Duncan’s side. “So, now it’s just you and me against the world, huh? Are you hungry?” When his brow remained furrowed she made eating motions with her hands.
 
   “Aye.”
 
   “I’ll see what the kitchen has to offer. Hopefully it’s not that dreadful haggis again.” She shuddered, picturing the sheep gut stuffed with oats and Lord knew what all else. She wouldn’t have been the least surprised to learn they packed a pig’s squeak in with its blood.
 
   A few minutes later she returned with a trencher of diced lamb and porridge. When she finished shoveling the contents of the bread bowl into him, she gently dabbed the corners of his mouth. 
 
      Glory, you’re a handsome man. 
 
      She’d been so pleased to discover a beautifully crafted mouth and square jaw under all the hair. And his lashes were to die for, so long and thick they tangled as he slept. She sighed, reluctant to admit she hovered precariously close to a precipice, one she couldn’t risk falling over, of falling head over heels. 
 
     You’d better stop mooning and start focusing on the hard truth, Beth. Duncan might eventually feel gratitude, but he’ll never feel love. Besides, you’re going to find your way back to coffee, toilet paper—-she still couldn’t get over using Lamb’s Ear leaves—and your little black cases of much-needed Chanel. 
 
   “What ails ye?”
 
   She cleared her throat. “Nothing.” She checked his temperature with her palm. “It’s time to sponge you down again.” He said nothing, which she took as consent and readied the bed. 
 
   As she placed sheeting under each of his limbs he started to scowl. When she soaked a cloth in cool water and wiped his face, his gaze never wavered from hers. What was he thinking?
 
   She bathed his neck then his arms. Still he remained mute.
 
   Realizing she’d put off the inevitable for as long as she dared, she lowered the sheet to his hips. Feeling a blush creep up her neck, she glanced away. 
 
   She’d thought nothing of touching his body intimately while he lay unconscious—it simply had to be done—but now her handsome husband-in-name-only stared at her, quite aware of where her hands and gaze traveled. She took a deep breath. Get a grip, Beth, and just do it. 
 
   If he has a problem with her bathing him, he’ll let you know in short order. Then you can get huffy and tell him it’s for his own good and to just shut up. 
 
   He said not a word as she sponged the broad, muscular planes of his chest and arms. As she readied another cloth to wipe down his well-delineated stomach she dared to glance up and found him staring at her through hooded eyes. She caught a slight twitch of his lips. Suspecting he was near to grinning, she cleared her throat and put on a stern face. Better he think her annoyed by having to do this, than suspect the depth of her embarrassment. Unfortunately, touching him while he was fully aware was a decidedly new experience. Totally unnerving, in fact, since his body was the first adult male’s she’d ever touched, seen naked outside of a movie. And he was breathtaking. 
 
   He murmured, “Dosth ye approve?” 
 
   Her face suddenly felt like a blast furnace.
 
   She chewed her lower lip. What the heck should she say? If you were healthy, I’d kill to spend one night in your arms? Not likely. “Aye, you’re being very good, staying so still.”
 
   This time his lips did curl into a grin. 
 
   Duncan, she wished, why don’t you just close your eyes and let me finish with this before I expire. Good gravy. 
 
   Her hands shook as she wrung cool water from the cloth. She grabbed a lung full of air and placed the cloth on his muscular abdomen. Her fragile confidence wavered when glorious muscle rippled under her hands.
 
   You can do this, she silently chided. Hell, she’d done it for five days. Today should be no different. 
 
   Right. 
 
   Her hand grazed the fine, curly hairs on his lower abdomen, and a steeple appeared within the sheeting covering his privates. She nearly swallowed her tongue.
 
   Oh, good Lord. Now, what? She couldn’t just stop. He had a fever. Was this...reaction...simply a biological thing that happened whenever cold water came too close to a man’s plumbing? Probably. Yes. It certainly couldn’t be a response to her. 
 
   Though the tenting was surely a temperature issue, she retreated, wash basin in hand, to the end of the bed. She lifted his left foot. As her hands rose along his leg, she kept her gaze locked on the cloth in her hand. Minutes later Beth accidentally glanced up to find the steeple decidedly taller.
 
   To her horror, hot blood flair in her cheeks. 
 
   God, if you get me through this, I swear I’ll never curse again in my life. 
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter 8
 
    
 
   To Duncan’s amusement, his ladywife’s complexion bore a strong resemblance to a freshly cut beet. As he watched her labor over his body he dared not laugh for fear she’d expire on the spot or run from the room screaming. 
 
   And her hands felt wonderful, as did the cool water she kept applying so carefully. She had a gentle touch. A good trait in a wife. 
 
   Wife. Something he’d not wanted but now had, nonetheless.
 
   He felt relief knowing there was a possibility he could bed her, in knowing his cock hadn’t been adversely effected like the rest of his body by the ravishes of Eleanor’s blade. 
 
   When Beth’s hands fluttered against the inside of his left thigh, he closed his eyes and nearly groaned. Had he the strength, he would have reached out, pulled her on top of him and gladly tupped her, greasy hair and all, just to relieve the pressure she’d created in his groin. Had he tupped her the night they wed, he might even suggest she use those incredible hands to relieve his anguish, but that, unfortunately, was currently out of the question. Served him right for delaying the inevitable. 
 
   “Duncan, please roll onto your good side.” 
 
   He opened his eyes. Her color hadn’t faded and she had chewed her lower lip berry red. The color was attractive beneath her slate gray eyes. He grinned. “Ye have good hands, wife.”
 
   He hadn’t thought it possible, but she turned an even brighter shade of red. 
 
   “Thank you.” She ran a nervous hand to her neck and rubbed. “Would you mind?” She waved in a circle.
 
   Rolling onto his right shoulder took his breath away. Had Eleanor not been already been dead, he’d have found a way to kill her. God’s Teeth!
 
   “Shh, just relax.” 
 
   He hadn’t realized he’d groaned. With the sheeting tucked under his back from shoulders to hip, he again felt her soft hands. She caressed his back with cool water. After a few ragged breaths he finally relaxed under her touch. As her hands crept lower—massaging the taut muscles of his lower back in slow steady circles—his manhood stained at attention. When she ran her hands around the cheeks of his buttocks, he groaned again.
 
   She leaned over. “Did I hurt you?” 
 
   “Nay.” She might yet be the death of him, but certainly not from pain. “Have ye a tale, lass?” Trying to fathom her odd manner of speech might prove distracting enough to ease the pressure in his groin.
 
    “A tail?”
 
   “Aye, a ballad.”
 
   “Ah. That kind of tale.” Her hands slid slowly down his legs. To his consternation, it took several agonizing minutes before she took a deep breath and started.
 
   “Once upon a time a wee lass named Kathy found herself all alone. She didn’t understand—-ken—-why her parents had died or why a lady took her from home and told her she needed to find a new mother and father. Kathy didn’t want new parents, she wanted her parents, but she was brave. She didn’t cry when the lady placed her in an orphanage—-a house for lost children. She was told new parents would come and so she waited.
 
   “Many times over the next few years she was paraded before people, but never chosen. Years passed and many adults came and took other children home, but no one ever came for Kathy.” 
 
   Hearing her voice crack, Duncan craned his neck to look at his ladywife’s face. She blinked and motioned for him to turn around. 
 
   “Kathy eventually became sullen in her resignation.” This time when his wife hesitated, her hands also stilled. True, her tale was sad, but why did she take the child’s tale so personally? 
 
   “One day the orphanage closed and Kathy was placed in foster care. She didn’t mind, believing she’d now have a mother and father of her own once again.
 
   “But Kathy soon realized she had only been placed in her new home to help take care of babies. Try as she might, her new parents never offered affection, never hugged or kissed her. She went to school and then came home to care for the babies, day after day. Eventually, her foster parents tired. No new babies came and they sent Kathy to another family.”  
 
   Duncan had been fostered to the Campbell as a lad of ten to earn his spurs. He, too, had been lonely on occasion. What affection he did receive came only in the way of backslapping and goodhearted teasing. He’d not been hugged or kissed either. So why was his wife sounding so forlorn for Kathy? As he pondered, her hands began massaging his calves with cool water.
 
   “In her new home,” his ladywife continued, “Mrs. Proctor was kind, but Mr. Proctor tried to corner Kathy whenever he found opportunity. At twelve years, her figure—-body—had started to curve, to look womanly. One day, she came home to find herself alone with Mr. Proctor. He tried to bed her. Terrified, she fought. She got sick on him, bloodied his nose with a lamp, and then escaped. That’s the first time I...Kathy ran away.”
 
   Ah! He now understood the cause of his ladywife’s angst. He hoped the man had been caught and hung; him and any dog, horse or falcon found with him, which ‘tis the law of the land. 
 
   Beth sighed as she began removing the dressing around his shoulder. “Having no money—-marks—-Kathy didn’t get far. She was caught and given to a lady named Mrs. Wade, a very odd woman.” 
 
   His ladywife stopped her tale. He looked over his shoulder to see her holding a cup of the water over his wound.
 
   “Duncan, this might sting.”
 
   He might have shamed himself by yelling had she not warned him in advance. To his consternation she had the nerve to pour more into his wound. She then murmured, “This will hurt a wee bit more,” and jerked the dressing from his back. He grit his teeth against the agony and wondered what the hell she considered truly painful.
 
   Duncan praised the saints that he was abed. He knew to his marrow his legs wouldn’t have held him had he been standing, so great were his back spasms.
 
   “Are you okay?” 
 
   When he didn’t respond, for he couldn’t just yet, she asked, “Did I cause you much pain?”
 
   He blinked the tears away, thankful his back was to her. “Nay.” He took a deep shuddering breath and managed, “About the odd woman.”
 
   “Ah, yes, the odd woman. Mrs. Wade took great pains to find fault with Kathy from her hair roots to the soles of her feet. Between the woman’s constant badgering and Kathy’s inability to read like her peers, Kathy had many headaches.” Beth stopped to dry his back. “One day when Kathy complained about another headache Mrs. Wade snuck up behind Kathy, lifted Kathy’s pony tail—her long hair had been tied with a band at the top of her head—-and cut it off. At the scalp.”
 
   “Ack, the poor lass had lice.”
 
   “No. Just headaches and now no hair.” 
 
   “Humph.” Many a lass’s only beauty lay in her hair. No wonder Lady Beth’s voice cracked. 
 
   A moment later Beth warned, “I’m sorry, but this will sting.”
 
   His ladywife did not lie. The salt-infused packing stung, but not nearly as horribly as the removal of the first. After a moment he felt compelled to ask, “Why doth the odd woman bear such ill will toward Kathy?”
 
   “I don’t know. In any event, she told Kathy, ‘Now, you’ll have no more headaches.’”
 
   “Do the headaches vanish?”
 
   “Eventually, but not until Kathy turns eighteen and escapes the woman.”
 
   Silent now, Beth wrapped a fresh strip of sheeting around his shoulder with gentle hands. As he lifted his left arm to accommodate her, he murmured, “Ye tell a sad tale, wife.”
 
   “Not so sad. Kathy grew into womanhood, tougher than most. She worked hard and became a respected lady.”
 
   He frowned as Beth helped him roll onto his back. “Doth ye knowest this Lady Kathy?”
 
   She nibbled at her bottom lip. “I’m afraid so.” 
 
   Before he could ask if Lady Kathy married and lived happily ever after, someone knocked.
 
   Seeing his solicitor, Duncan smiled. “Ah, Isaac. Come in.”
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter 9
 
    
 
   After Beth excused herself, Isaac asked, “How fare ye, mon ami?”
 
   “I live. Something I hear ‘twas in serious question not long past.”
 
   “Aye. Ye look better. Have ye much pain?”
 
   “Nay, though I feel as brawn a newborn bairn.”
 
   “‘Tis good to hear for I bring troubling news.”
 
   “The Bruce?”
 
   “Mayhap. ’Tis regarding yer good ladywife.” 
 
   Brow furrowing, Duncan growled, “Out with it, man.”
 
   “I’m verra sorry to say this, but I believe ye wife isna the woman sent by Albany.”
 
   Duncan guffawed. “Ye’re as wode as I first thought Lady Beth, Isaac.”
 
   “Nay, something is verra wrong. I questioned the lass myself, as has Rachael. Lady Beth claims never to have lived in France and never to have married. Her tale remains unchanged with each telling.”
 
   “But she wears my ring.”
 
   “Aye, but Lady Beth has no memory of how it came into her possession. She claims you must have placed it on her hand after she fainted.” 
 
   Duncan looked incredulous. “Nay! She had it on when I lifted her from the carriage. She must be the one.”
 
   “Mon ami, I’m just relaying my concerns. Ye are married to a woman we know little or nothing about, who claims her Christian name to be Katherine Elizabeth MacDougall Pudding. ‘Tis not the name of the woman ye contracted to marry. Lady Beth may well be the right bride, but is so delus...insense’ she does not know who she is. Or she could be another, entirely.” 
 
   Isaac started to pace. Lady Beth had not hesitated to answer when asked about her past. Only one truly crazed—or intent on appearing so—would respond in such a manner. More troubling was her denying being Catholic. “We must discover the truth before Albany hears of this. If he believes you deliberately defied him by marrying a woman not of his choosing, or worse, if she is his niece and he hears ye refused to consummate because she’s crazed, he’ll not hesitate to strip ye of all ye have.” 
 
   “Aye.” Duncan scowled out the window in thought. “Lady Beth must be Albany’s niece. Why else would the Bruce have tried to kill her? ‘Tis no other possibility.”
 
   Isaac wasn’t so sure. They had a boy king, James I, trapped in the Tower of London and the lad’s ambitious regent uncle held sway over all in Scotland. While Albany—in no hurry to pay Henry IV the lad’s ransom—played God, half of Scotland’s chieftains were either plotting, raiding, or at each other’s throats. 
 
   Isaac ran a hand through his thinning hair. He’d be bald before this ended. “Wode or sane, if ye believe Lady Beth be the one sent, ye canna give the Bruce reason to cry foul to Albany.”
 
   “‘Tis decided,” Duncan grumbled. “Sane or wode, I will tup the woman as soon as I am able. Consummation binds the marriage. Since the woman is a widow and willna bleed, ye must act as witness.”
 
   Isaac shuddered at the prospect. “Ask the priest. He has no love for ye. And John the Bruce will not be able to claim that we—being friends—ye lied about bedding the lady and I swore to it in an effort to defeat him. The priest bearing witness would be safer.”
 
   After a moment’s thought Duncan nodded. “Aye, then should I learn Lady Beth deliberately deceived me, I’ll deal with her.”
 
   It was the sanest plan given the circumstances and Isaac nodded. “Shall I send her to ye?”
 
   Trepidation climbed Isaac’s spine as Duncan growled, “Oh, aye, Isaac, send my lady in.”
 
    
 
   ~#~
 
   “Ah, she returns.” Duncan’s gaze traveled down the length of his wife’s lithe form. “Wife, come ye closer.”
 
   At his side, she asked, “Are you in pain? Did Isaac say something to upset you?”
 
   “Nay.” He pointed to her feet. “What, pray tell, are those ye wear?” 
 
   She looked down and waggled a foot. “Sneakers.” She smiled as if they were the most natural things in the world for a ladywife to don. “I can run three miles in thirty minutes and not feel a thing in these.” 
 
   “You lie, lass.” He waved toward the small window and the mountains beyond. “My horse can barely run that distance in that time.” 
 
   She grinned. “Where I live the ground is flat. I run along the paths in Central Park.” When he continued to just scowl she added, “In New York, where I once worked. Remember? I told you about it when I arrived.”
 
   She’d said much—most of it confusing babble—that first day. Now, being more accustomed to her speech, he prayed he’d have less trouble garnering the truth. His future depended on it. As she started to unbraid his hair, he said, “Tell me of this new York.”
 
   “New York has very tall buildings, some with over one hundred floors, levels. We call them skyscrapers.” 
 
   He craned his neck to stare at her in disbelief. 
 
   She nodded and turned his head back around. “As I was saying, New York is our financial capital and has the best food in the world. You should taste Junior’s cheesecake.” 
 
   She sighed a bit too wistfully for his liking and he wondered what this junior meant to her. 
 
   “We have theaters and universities—-you might call them colleges.”   
 
   “And your home in the new York?”
 
   “My home was nothing special, a small apartment. Before I got transported here, I had been thinking about staying at my castle permanently.” 
 
   Ah huh! Now he was getting somewhere. “Tell me of this castle.”
 
   “I recently inherited it from my mother’s people. It looks exactly like this one. But I have indoor plumbing, cranky as it is.”
 
   “Plum ink?” He kenned this not but heard the note of pride in her voice.
 
   “Plum-ming. Running water inside the keep. I even have a contraption to heat the water. Just turn a faucet—-tap—-and voila, hot water any time you want it.” She ran her fingers through his hair then picked up the brush. “Most of the time, anyway.”
 
   Her imagination had to be the grandest he’d ever witnessed for her world to be filled with sky scrapes and plum minks. 
 
   “I want to turn the castle into a bed and breakfast—-a place for travelers to stay overnight—but I guess that will be delayed.”
 
   “How many be in yer hostiel?”
 
   “I live alone.”
 
   He knew her to be a widow, so she must have misunderstood his question. “Aye, but how many suggits, guards?”
 
   “None. As I said, I live alone. That’s one of the reasons I wanted to convert the castle into a bed and breakfast. So I’d have company, occasionally.”  
 
   God’s teeth! He spun and found her smiling like a bairn on Michaelmas Eve. ‘Twas no wonder Albany wanted her wed. 
 
   No woman in her right mind would invite strangers to her hearth without armed protection. She would have endangered herself and the holding. Dumbfounded, he shook his head in utter disbelief.
 
   Before he could ask another question, a scullery lass arrived with fresh water. “Out!” He wasna allowing his softheaded wife to change his dressing again quite yet. His stomach still shook from the last change.
 
   “Duncan, your hair needs to be washed.” Beth wrinkled her nose. 
 
   “Oh.” He nodded to the girl. “My apologies, lass. Do as my lady wife lustes.”  
 
   Beth ordered him flat on his back. After the girl left, Beth tapped the container in her hands. “What do you call this?
 
   “A posnet.”
 
   “I call it a pan.” She positioned it under his neck then scooped warm water over his head, carefully shielding his eyes as she did it. “Do you understand—-ken—most of what I say?”
 
   “Not all, but most.” He relaxed as her hands gently massaged soap into his hair and scalp. He’d been a wee bairn the last time anyone other than he had washed his hair. How odd—-and kind—-that she should think to do this.
 
   “Duncan, I’m confused by how I got here.” She paused. “Do you know?”
 
   He looked up into her glossy, clear gray eyes, her confusion and distress were quite evident as she bit her bottom lip and blinked away threatening tears. 
 
   Taken together—her question, odd ways, and her plans for her castle—-he decided his wife was merely addled. If Isaac is correct, if there was a plot afoot, she had to be only a pawn in a game in which she had no knowledge. 
 
   He would bed her as soon as possible, yet he still couldn’t spill his seed within her. He had to discover—for his heir’s sake—if her coddled brain resulted from heredity or from being coshed on the head. Given her odd turn of mind, the task wouldn’t be an easy one.
 
   “Doth it matter how ye came to be here, lass? Ye be here, we be legally wed, and I shall protect ye.”
 
   She snorted as her hands continued their lulling magic on his scalp. “Duncan, it’s not that simple. Doesn’t it bother you that we’re married but have no love for each other? That we don’t even know each other?”
 
   “Nay, ‘tis the way of marriage. We shall grow accustomed to one another in time.”
 
   “I doubt I’ll ever grow accustomed to anything in this time. I don’t even know what’s expected of me.”  
 
   He grinned, “Practice patience.” He then had a brilliant thought. “Can ye read, lass?” 
 
   “Yes.” She sounded affronted. “I can also calculate percentages in my head, but that’s not going to help.” She started rinsing his hair. “It’s upsetting having someone like Flora looking askance at me because I can’t speak French, and having Rachael dress me. I feel like an idiot here. I want to go home.” 
 
   Her voice sounded so plaintive, so bairn-like, he almost smiled. How had this poor addled woman, living in France since her husband’s death, survived? “Wife, I ken the solution to yer woes.”
 
   “You do?” To his disappointment her hands began making quick work of drying his hair. “Truly?”
 
   “Truly. On the morrow, ye shall have the answers ye seek.”
 
   “Bless you, Duncan Angus MacDougall!” To his utter surprise, she gave him a resounding kiss on the lips. And she tasted of mint.
 
   ~#~
 
    
 
   Beth’s euphoria dissolved like cotton candy in her mouth, gone before she had a chance to fully enjoy it. She didn’t know whether to laugh or cry as she stared at Duncan’s solution to all her problems—-a book entitled What The Goodwife Taught Her Daughter. Knowing she’d likely be reduced to hysterics, she did neither, and opened the leather bound volume under his watchful gaze. She slowly scanned the pages. The author had fixated on table manners, but the book’s main emphasis stressed piety, deference, and of all things, restraint. Just what she needed—-more restraints, as if donning headgear, mountains of velvet, and curtsying constantly weren’t restrictive enough. 
 
   She closed the book and turned the ring on her still sensitive fingers. Funny, she’d always thought that if she ever wore such a band it would represent love, commitment, and the promise of common goals. When an annoying burn started at the back of her throat she sniffed and smoothed down the pleats of her bodice. 
 
   She had no right to complain. Despite her looks and lack of education, she now owned a castle and had a husband, abrasive and annoying as they both managed to be at times. She should be thanking God for his largess, not wishing for things that apparently weren’t meant to be. She should be content with knowing Duncan would survive. Glancing up and finding her hubby looking inordinately pleased, she murmured, “Thank you.”
 
   “Ye are most welcome. ‘Tis a helpful tome, I’m told.”
 
   “I’m sure it is.” She placed it on the foot of his bed. “I’ll begin reading today.” If nothing else, perhaps she could garner some insight into the elaborate finger movements Rachel, Isaac and Flora employed as they ate. She still couldn’t believe the clan didn’t used forks. “We need to change your dressing now.”
 
   Duncan’s good humor immediately evaporated, leaving him looking like a petulant four-year-old who’d just been told he was getting a haircut. “Ack! Can it not wait?”
 
   “Nay, my lord. If you have any intention of getting out of bed any time soon, we need to change the dressing twice a day, so roll over.”
 
   He huffed but did as she asked. “Finish yer tale.”
 
   She sprinkled salt into the warm water at his bedside. “Which tale?”
 
   “The tale of Lady Kathy.”
 
   “Ah.” She stripped off the linen holding his dressing in place. “Kathy found work serving food.”
 
   “Where?”
 
   “In New York at a hotel—-a very big house where travelers spend the night. She worked very hard and one day she received a promotion—-a higher rank. She now had full charge of all the people serving food. Three years passed and she had an opportunity to rise again.” Beth smiled, recalling how excited she’d been the day the general manager of the St. Regis had called and offered her the job. “Now she worked at the most elegant hotel in the city, arranging parties.” 
 
   “I ken not par tees.” 
 
   Beth slowly poured her warm saline solution over the dried packing in his shoulder. He hissed as it soaked in. 
 
   “Sorry.” She winced for him as she poured more, to be sure the dressings edges would loosen. “Parties are banquets where people gather to celebrate.”
 
   “Ah.”
 
   “All was going well until a man arrived at her door saying she’d inherited a castle on an isle.”
 
   He asked through gritted teeth, “Where is this castle?” 
 
   “Here in Scotland, near Oban.” She gingerly picked up one corner of the dressing. “This is going to hurt.” She held her breath as she peeled away the old packing. Her prayers had been answered. She found only bright red healthy tissue beneath. There was no evidence of infection. The gash was now only a half-inch deep. Duncan would have a scar eight inches in length and nearly three inches in width, but who cared? He lived. She again thanked God the man had the constitution of an ox. 
 
   When she blotted the wound, Duncan shuddered and his heavy muscles contracted under her hands. He hissed, “The castle, lass.”
 
   She patted his shoulder. “Yes, the castle. It’s smaller than many, but lovely to Kathy. This is the first real home she’s ever had.” Ready to place a fresh saline dressing into the wound, she whispered, “Kathy’s castle is haunted.” 
 
   “Ack!” He took a deep breath as the packing hit his wound. “A ghost?”
 
   She smiled, quite pleased her announcement had the desired effect of distracting him. “Aye, a big, handsome, decidedly masculine ghost haunts her castle. He follows her constantly, upstairs and down.” Beth wrapped fresh linen around his shoulder then lowered her voice to a conspirator’s whisper. “She even caught him spying on her as she bathed.” 
 
   “Nay! And where is her cur of a husband whilst all this chasing and spying goes on?”
 
   Beth suppressed the urge to laugh. Duncan, her resident voyeur, was incensed by the prospect of a man spying on a woman at this stage in his life. “Kathy has no husband. Where she comes from men choose their ladies by fairness of face and by the size of their breasts. The bigger the breasts, the better. Unfortunately, Kathy is thin and plain.”
 
   “‘Tis madness. Fair fades, breasts droop, but not so stones. The woman is worth her weight in or to a landless Knight of Girt and Sword.”
 
   “Is or gold?” She tried rolling her r’s as he had. “The yellow metal?”
 
   “Aye, ‘tis.” He frowned. “Lady Kathy’s clan hath verra strange ways, Beth. Verra strange.” 
 
   She patted his good arm. “We’re done.” 
 
   “Help me sit, lass.”
 
   “It’s too soon.” 
 
   “Nay, ‘tis past time.” He held out his good arm. Seeing this wasn’t a battle she could win, she reluctantly grasped his good arm. Her hands didn’t come close to circumnavigating his right, heavily-muscled bicep as she levered him upright. Once vertical, Duncan immediately blanched and wavered. Angus walked in just as she caught Duncan’s lolling head against her chest. 
 
   “My Lady!” Angus strode forward and took Duncan’s weight from her arms. “Ack, man, ye need to rest awhile longer.”
 
   “Nay.” Duncan shook his head. “How can I stand if I canna garner the strength to sit? The dizziness will pass in a wee bit.”
 
   When Angus gave Beth one of those can’t you control him looks that strangers give parents when their toddlers throw fits in supermarkets, she held up her hands. “Angus, according to What The Goodwife Taught Her Daughter I’m to acquiesce to his every wish with a smile on my face, so don’t start with me.” She placed a cool, wet cloth on her husband’s forehead. “Take slow deep breaths, hon. Are you still dizzy?”
 
   “A wee bit.”
 
   Angus steadied Duncan before asking her, “What means hon?”
 
   Beth felt a blush race from her chest to her hair roots. “It...means ‘honey.’ It’s a casual term like ‘you there’, nothing more.”
 
   To her relief Angus only raised a thick, auburn eyebrow and made a thick humphing sound, but said no more.
 
   “Wife, I need speak with Angus. Could ye return in an hour’s time, lass? We can finish the tale then.”
 
   She nodded, glad for the excuse to escape. Later, she would have ample time to finish her tale as he called it. The sooner he understood her plight, the sooner they could find a way out for her. 
 
   Soon she she’d be back to her ghost, coffee and make-up. Pondering why the thought should cause a weird sinking feeling in her stomach, she closed the door.
 
   “Ye should not be sitting up, friend.”
 
   Duncan shook his head. “I must.” He looked at the closed door. “What do you know of Lady Beth?”
 
   Angus grinned. “She may be plain and too wee for yer robust tastes, but she does have a warrior’s heart. Ye’d be dead now, if not for her wee hands. My shock was extreme when she plunged them into scalding water—-not once but many times—-to keep the bad humors at bay.”
 
   “Ye speak of witchcraft?” The notion of his bride practicing the evil craft nearly unseated him.
 
   “Nay. She spoke of cleanliness and Godliness.” Angus shrugged. “I understood naught of these evil humors—-germs as she named them—but Rachael and Isaac knew them well. Her way—-of absolute cleanliness—-’tis, apparently, also in Isaac’s bible. Knowing him to be Godly in his own odd way and to be yer trusted friend, I did not interfere with her ritual.” He grinned as he wiped the sweat from Duncan’s brow. “In truth I had nay choice. Ye were closing fast on death, so I gave her sway.”  
 
   Duncan nodded. “Since I still draw breath, I cannot fault yer logic, Angus.” It did not sit well hearing he owed his life to Beth while still questioning whether she was or was not sane...or whether she was or was not the woman he’d contracted to marry. He had to get to the bottom of the quandary soon. 
 
   “Angus, ye need not be standing here bracing me like a buttress. Help me to that chair.”
 
   Instead of helping him stand, Angus pulled the chair to the side of the bed and slid his arms under Duncan’s legs. 
 
   When Duncan started to protest, Angus grumbled, “I’ll not be the cause of ye falling on yer daft head. But should ye be so stupid as to stand, now I’ll not have to drag yer blasted overgrown self so far to the bed.”
 
   Settled into the high-backed chair, his good shoulder supporting his back, Duncan mumbled, “Thank ye.”
 
   “Ye’re most welcome.” 
 
   “Has the Bruce moved on our kine or any of the outlying crofts?” Since Duncan had killed seven of John’s men, it wouldn’t have surprised him had John set fire to all their outlying homes.
 
   “Nay. All is quiet, but ‘tis only a matter of time before he seeks revenge.”
 
   Duncan nodded. The Bruce wouldn’t be alone in seeking retribution. He, Duncan the Black, still had a serious score to settle. 
 
   “Have ye discovered who the two dead women were in the carriage with my lady?” Not knowing but assuming the best, he’d ordered them buried in consecrated ground. 
 
   Angus shook his head as he started to clean his nails with his dirk. “‘Tis unlikely their Mother Superior has received yer missive yet.” 
 
   Duncan had assumed the women accompanying Beth had come from the French nunnery with her, which brought another question to mind. Why hadn’t Beth mentioned the ladies? True, she’d been too overwrought initially, but not now. Mayhap, she could furnish their names. If she still found their passing too painful to discuss, he would let the matter pass. They were, after all, dead, and ‘twas naught he could do to rectify that. “How goes the labor in the chapel and fields?”
 
   “In the chapel, slow but steady. The guards report all’s quiet about the oat and rye.” Angus cleared his throat. “I need bring another matter to your attention.”
 
   “Aye?”
 
   “Eleanor’s mother is dead.”
 
   “Dead?” Kenning the old hag hadn’t a clan to run to after he’d banished her from Blackstone, Duncan hadn’t the heart to drive her off his lands entirely. She was often seen lurking along the border of his and the Bruce’s lands. He now hoped she hadn’t been murdered. “How?”
 
   “According to Betty, the woman who sheltered her, on the same night Lady Beth arrived, the old crone grew highly agitated. Thinking the cause the storm, Betty tried to calm her, but she only grew more crazed. After two days of constant keening and senseless raving, she simply died.” Angus shrugged. “Thinking ye’d not object, I ordered her buried quickly and without ceremony up yon.”
 
   Duncan blew out a breath, relieved to his marrow that he wouldn’t have to seek revenge for a dead woman he’d despised. “Verra good.”
 
   Angus sheathed his dirk and finally grinned. “And ye will, no doubt, be pleased to hear the bloody bush ye’ve been coddling these past two years has finally bloomed.”
 
   Duncan laughed. “‘Tis not a brush, ye heathen, ‘tis a tree. A lemon tree.” 
 
   Duncan had fallen in love with its fragrant blossoms and fruit while on his way to the Holy Land. Two years ago he had asked a friend in Italia to ship one to him. He’d potted the wee scrawny branch the moment it arrived and had nursed it through two winters in his solar. He grinned. In the span of a few more full moons he would once again hold the beautiful, golden fruit in his hands. 
 
     Angus grinned. “Need ye anything else?”
 
     “Aye. The next time ye come this way please bring my diary and writing tools.” He wiggled a brow. “I must record this momentous occasion.”
 
     Angus bowed with his right hand over his heart. “As my liege lord commands.”
 
     Duncan laughed. They’d grown up together, played and fought like brothers. “Out with ye, fool, and send in my wife.” 
 
     Aye, this time God had dealt fairly with him. He had provided the prized fruit as compensation for giving him an addled wife.
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter 10
 
    
 
   Two days later Beth poked at the cold, overcooked joints of lamb and questionable blood pudding—their cook’s fifteenth century version of lunch—-and wanted to pull her hair out. 
 
   Bad food aside, every time she had Duncan alone and tried to restart her story, something or someone had interrupted them.
 
   This morning it had been Miss I’m Too Sexy for My Clothes, Flora Campbell. The woman had rushed in whining about some dispute she was having with another woman over drying cloth or dying wool—Beth still wasn’t sure which. Duncan then had to hear the other woman’s version of events. As far as Beth could tell, given their rapid and odd phrasing, the altercation had started over rights to a favorite work area. 
 
   It took an hour for Duncan to sort out the truth. All the ladies’ hair snatching and swatting stemmed from jealousy. The older woman had apparently caught Flora flirting with her man. Duncan had sternly admonished them both and set them to working on alternate days. Neither looked too pleased as they left. Then Angus arrived and on it went.
 
   Beth looked about. Most in the castle were eating. She decided now was as good a time as any to try seeing Duncan again. She stood and quickly turned. 
 
   Her nose collided with her husband’s chest.
 
   He grabbed her shoulders to keep her from toppling. “Be ye all right, my lady? I didna mean to startle ye.”
 
   She cradled her poor nose with her fingers and tried to blink the sting away. “What are you doing downstairs? You should be resting.”
 
   He made one of his thick humphing sounds at the back of his throat in answer and scanned the room. Beth glared at Angus, now standing behind her husband’s shoulder. He just shrugged.
 
   Seeing she’d get no help from that quarter, she said, “Duncan, you could relapse if you overtire.”
 
   “Relapse?”
 
   She wanted to cuff his ears. By now he understood her well enough. “Yes, husband, your fever and weakness could return.”
 
   He cocked an eyebrow, “Cease fashing, woman. I am mended enough.” She opened her mouth to protest again, and he placed a firm finger to her lips. “I am sorely tired of rest and coddling. ‘Tis much I need attend to, so say no more or leave.”
 
   He was dismissing her! Why the arrogant...
 
   She spun on her heel, embarrassed to her hair roots. How dare he chastise her before an audience? 
 
   Before she could take a step, his hand clasped her arm. She instinctively pulled back. He hauled her into his side with little or no effort. Through clenched teeth, she hissed, “Let go.”
 
   He leaned down and whispered directly into her ear, “My dear lady, I canna be seen being ordered about like yer lap dog. I command yon men with the mere lift of my hand, only because they respect my past valor and fear my reprisal should they not obey.” He squeezed her arm just a bit. “Ye ken?”
 
   Fear and embarrassment made blood pound in her ears. Determined not to show it, she hissed, “Aye, my lord.” 
 
   Please, God, get me out of here!
 
   He surveyed her face for a moment, then whispered. “Fash not, goodwife. Ye may always say what ye must to me in private.”
 
   Ya, right. And what happens “in private” if what I have to say isn’t to your liking? She shuddered.
 
   While vulnerable and dependent, her husband had been as docile and compliant as a trained bear. On the mend now and feeling more himself, was he finally showing his true colors?
 
   She looked at the hand that held her captive, then into the depths of his steel blue eyes. Masking her anger behind a patently false smile, she asked, “Is there anything else, my lord?” 
 
   He huffed. Why he sounded exasperated she couldn’t imagine. She was the injured party here. 
 
   He released his grip on her arm. “Nay, my lady, not at this time.”
 
   Head high, she stalked away. 
 
   Duncan frowned watching Beth’s straight-backed progress through the hall. She was still obviously furious with him and he hadn’t a thought as to why. He had apologized, no?
 
   “Ack, ye’re a brave man, Duncan,” Angus muttered, as he pulled out Duncan’s chair. “The last time I nay-said the wench, I found my balls in my throat.”
 
   Duncan grimaced as he settled at the table. “Not so brave, friend. Having heard what happened to ye, I made damn sure I kept my hip to her.” He shook his head. “She is a confusion, Angus. As gentle as the mist at gloaming one moment, a flame-eyed termagant the next. And her tales...augh, you’ve not heard the like. I swear I could live one hundred years and understand her not.”
 
   “Understand her or not, ye must consummate this marriage soon.”
 
   “So ye heard?”
 
   “Who hasn’t?”
 
   “Tonight ‘twill be done.” When Angus’s ale suddenly spewed across the table, Duncan cast a scathing glance at him. “Think me not man enough?”
 
   Angus stopped wiping the ale from his beard and held up his hands. “’Twas not my meaning.” He finished cleaning his face. “Ye merely surprised me by choosing this night. Yer wee wife left me with the distinct impression she’d sooner geld ye as look at ye. ‘Tis all.” 
 
   Humph! His friend did have a point. What to do? He couldn’t take time to woo his lady into a favorable frame of mind, having been locked away from his duties for nigh onto a week. He’d have to ponder the problem further. He did, after all, have six hours before dark.
 
   As he finished his meat, the solution to his dilemma dawned. It lay just above his head in the library. Beth had been most impressed with What the Goodwife Taught Her Daughter. She could only be doubly pleased and placed in a perfect set of mind with his next surprise.
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter 11
 
    
 
   I’m going to kill him.  
 
   Beth reread the title just to be sure she hadn’t misunderstood. Yup, that’s the title. One Hundred Ways For A Goodwife To Please Her Husband. 
 
   Stabbing would be too good for the man. Poisoning would be better...a long, slow, painful poisoning she could watch and gloat over. Yes, that was the way to go.
 
   She tossed the book onto the solar’s high poster bed and picked up the heavy granite pestle and mortar she’d appropriated from the castle’s distillery. 
 
   As she wrenched dried kelp leaves from their rubbery stalks, Rachael tapped her hunched shoulder. 
 
   “Doth not my lord’s gift please thee, madame?”    
 
   “I appreciate the value of the book, Rachael. I just don’t appreciate the theme.” 
 
   “I dinna ken la raison. ‘Tis tresbonne—-very well illustrated, non?”
 
   Beth took her frustration out on the kelp, grinding furiously. “Aye, Rachael, it is. Unfortunately, I have no interest in learning how to kowtow any more than I do now.” The depictions of preferred sexual positions had been the final straw. 
 
   “Cow tow, madame?”
 
   Beth dumped the powdered kelp into a bowl and reached for the oats. “It means ‘to bow and scrape,’ to do my master’s bidding without so much as a by-your-leave.” She slammed the pestle into the oats and began separating hull from nut. “How I ever imagined myself attracted to that man is beyond comprehension.”
 
   “Surely, ye ken the ways of men, madame? They huff and puff, but are mere petit garcon—-laddies—in here.” She tapped her heart. “In truth, they fear us.”
 
   Beth’s hands stilled. “Fear us? What do you mean?”
 
   Rachael smiled. “Ah, madame, ‘tis kenned by all Francaise—-
 
   —women of my country. Did your mater not teach ye this as an enfant?” 
 
   “If by mater you mean my mother, she died when I was a babe.”
 
   “Ah! ‘Tis no wonder, then.” Rachael sat on the bed and patted the place at her side. “Come, we must talk before ‘tis too late.”
 
   “Too late for what?”
 
   Rachael sighed. “Ye shall learn.” 
 
   An hour later Beth could only gape at the woman who—not ten years earlier—had nearly burned at the stake. 
 
     According to Rachael, Duncan had to bed Beth as soon as humanly possible to keep his fiefdom and—unless Beth ran for her life—there would be no nay-saying him, as Rachael so tactlessly put it. Good God Almighty!
 
   Beth started pacing. “Rachael, are you absolutely certain he means to do this tonight?”
 
   “Aye, madame.”
 
   Having already ripped her headdress off, Beth ran an agitated hand through her hair. “Please, Rachael, no more ‘madames’ or ‘dames.’ Call me Beth.”
 
   “As ye luste, but only in private, mad...Beth. ‘Twould not be s’approprier—-uhmm, appropriate—in the public, non?”
 
   Beth waved a distracted hand. “Whatever.”
 
   She still couldn’t believe Duncan—-her ghost, the hulking man of her dreams, the man she still contemplated slaying-—actually thought he could just walk through the solar door and jump her bones. Tonight! How could he even think it after he’d acted the Neanderthal in the hall, embarrassing her before everyone? What madness was this?  
 
   “Rachael, there’s got to be a way I can get out of this.”
 
   Now well aware that Beth was still a virgin, her French friend pushed out her lower lip in thought, “There may be, but ‘twould only be l’ ajournement temporaire.”
 
   As she had for the last hour, Beth mentally rearranged Rachael’s words and shifted the accent on syllables, and suddenly hope bloomed. “You’re saying there is a way to postpone this?” 
 
   “Oui, but ‘tis only—”
 
   “A temporary adjournment, I understand, but what?” 
 
   “Claim yer flowers.”
 
   Beth shook her head. How the hell could flowers possibly save her?
 
   “Yer bloody flow, mad—Beth.”
 
   “Aaah!”
 
   “Oui, Beth, ah!”
 
   ~#~
 
   Duncan ran a shaking hand over his bristle-coated jaw. There was no help for it. He had to shave or rub his ladywife’s face raw when he bedded her. Hopefully, he could accomplish the task without slitting his throat. 
 
   He balanced his dirk in his hand. How would this first tupping go? He’d had little problem bedding his first wife. She’d not enthused, but she’d not wailed either. As time passed, he’d been disappointed knowing she’d not seek his attention, would not return his kisses, but then she hadn’t turned from him, either. The same, unfortunately, could not be said for his second and third wives. 
 
   He’d taken inordinate time with his second wife, having no knowledge nor love of her, and her being only fifteen years, but she’d still cried, lying like a slab of granite beneath him as he claimed his rights. She’d not said a word as he’d gently cleansed her. Only after he’d finished tending her, did she start praying—hands clutched between her perfect breasts—for his immortal soul in endless, fractious whispers. To his horror, he awoke the next morning to Angus’s frantic shaking and the news that his lady had jumped from the parapet and lay broken on the rocky headland below.
 
   His third wife had apparently been better schooled in the ways of men and women for she’d not keened, yet still she remained remote each time they tupped despite his best efforts. At the time he had no way of knowing that she loved another and thought him a heathen. ‘Twas only when she buried her blade in his back did he come to understand her full loathing for him. And by then ‘twas too late.
 
   Praise the saints, this new wife is a widow. He’d had his fill of virgins. 
 
   Surely, Isaac had misunderstood Beth’s responses to his questions. Had she not caressed Duncan with gentle hands and cool water whilst he lay fevered and naked as a wee bird? Certainly no virgin would ever do such. And she had shaved him without so much as a nick, which only proved she’d done so in the past for her first husband. That thought—-that she’d gently ministered to another—caused a sudden, inexplicable tightening in his gut. Odd. 
 
   He wet his face and reluctantly pressed the blade to his cheek. Since Beth obviously preferred a babe-like visage over a manly beard, he supposed shaving ‘twas the least he could do for the poor addled lass. She had brought him back from the brink of death, after all. 
 
   As he scraped over his jaw he heaved a sigh. 
 
   He’d never been comfortable, as some men were, enjoying the occasional prime flesh of loose women. Tupping with their ilk ‘twas something he’d done as a lad to gain skill but not since. 
 
   A mature man should, he believed, save his seed for his ladywife, the vessel of a legitimate and fertile womb. But would Lady Beth graciously accept his attention? Or would she, like his last two wives, grit her teeth and pray for the act to be over? 
 
   If he learned her colorful, chaotic thoughts stemmed only from an injury, would she be joyful when she carried his seed, his heir? 
 
   So many questions with no answers. 
 
   Smooth cheeked, he donned the collarless jerkin he’d chosen for this special occasion. Flora had once told him the deep blue brocade enhanced the color of his eyes. He didn’t know whether it did or not, but she’d smiled so perhaps Beth would find it pleasing, as well. And he would have preferred to be physically stronger for this night, but...
 
   He squared his shoulders and heaved a sigh of resignation. He’d delayed as long as he dared. The deed must now be done.
 
   ~#~
 
    
 
   Finished with shaving her legs, Beth put away the short blade Rachael had loaned her, and started smearing her homemade kelp cleanser on her face. “I hope this works better than it smells.”
 
   She grinned, her thoughts on Rachael. The poor woman had been wide-eyed thinking the worst when Beth had asked for the knife. It had taken forever to convince her new friend she only wanted to shave, that she felt dirty with a week’s worth of stubble on her body. Rachael, still not sure what Beth was about, had insisted on watching. Her exclamations had almost—but not quite—put Duncan’s plans for the upcoming night out of mind.  
 
   Beth prayed Rachael’s “flower” plan would work, but what if it didn’t? She had heard some men didn’t mind having sex during a woman’s period, though for the life of her she couldn’t image a woman agreeing to it.
 
   In his current physical condition, there was the possibility she could out run him. But what if he bellowed for help? Angus and half the world would come running. And if she did manage to elude his men, where would she go? Blackstone was already locked down for the night. From earlier observation she knew Duncan’s nightly precautions would have impressed a state pen warden. She grimaced, and her kelp mask tugged. 
 
     She had no choice but to hope Rachael’s plan would hold Duncan at bay. Ignoring the small voice in her head that screamed, “Run while you still can”, she closed her eyes and splashed water on her face.
 
     Feeling a tap her on the shoulder, she jumped.
 
     “God’s teeth, woman! What have ye on yer visage?” 
 
     Beth looked like a startled frog. Duncan’s shock dissolved into laughter when his green-as-grass wife began to blush. God, she had to be the oddest, funniest thing he’d ever seen. 
 
     He gasped for air when she stomped a bare foot at him and pointed to the door. “Out, you great lummox!” 
 
   “Beth, my dear...” He took a deep breath and tried to look contrite, but laughter started bubbling out of his chest again. 
 
   If he didn’t get control, all would be lost, but saints above, what had ever possessed her? He cleared his throat to smother the chuckle hovering behind his tongue. 
 
   Finished with her scrubbing and blotting, she again faced him, this time with a look of righteous indignation. “Are you quite through?” she asked. 
 
   He nodded, still not trusting his voice. 
 
   “Good,” she huffed. “We should go down stairs and have something to eat. I’m hungry.”
 
   While she rooted under the bed like a ferret for something, he struggled with his demons and finally managed, “Beth, ‘twill be brought in forthwith.”
 
     “Oh?” She appeared more startled than pleased. “But...I need to see Rachael.”
 
     “Ye may speak with her come morn’, lass. She isna goin’ away.” He grinned when she blanched, and her shoes dropped to the floor with a thud. 
 
     “Oh.” 
 
     Why did she suddenly look like he was about to consume her for sup? Had she been told? He approached her and she warily backed away. 
 
   When he had her cornered between the bed and the wall, he slowly reached for the pins holding her hair atop her head. He preferred her hair loose, softly framing her face.
 
   As her braids fell into his hands she stuttered, “Are you sure...sure you don’t want to go downstairs?” She placed a hand on his chest. “We really should. The food will be warmer.”  
 
   “The food will be warm enough here.” He ran his fingers through her thick braids, loosening her silken hair until it fell into soft waves. “Your hair is a bonnie shade, like chestnuts.”
 
   She swallowed, eyes locked on his face. 
 
   He ran a finger down her cheek, remaining silent as her color began to rise. When it settled on a sunset vermilion, he whispered, “Yer skin is soft, lady, like a lamb’s ear or a rose petal.”
 
   She ducked her chin and looked away, exposing her neck to his perusal. Not bad, sleek and long. He brushed his lips against her golden skin just as a knock came to the door. 
 
   She immediately squeaked, “I’ll get that!” 
 
   He stayed her with a hand. “No need.” As her eyes grew wide, he called, “Enter.”
 
   He kept an arm around her waist and guided her toward the table the two serving lasses loaded with every delicacy his pantry had to offer. When the lasses began to leave, his wife’s hungry gaze followed them to the door. 
 
   Oh, aye, she knew only too well what was afoot. 
 
   When the door closed, he motioned toward one of the chairs before the fireplace. “Please sit.”
 
   She settled, looking more than a wee bit pensive. Thinking it would calm her, he served, depositing moderate portions of everything into her trencher before loading his own. He then poured generous amounts of his finest wine in both their goblets.
 
   She sniffed the goblet. “I didn’t know you had wine.” 
 
   “’Tis saved for special occasions.” He’d been told she would not consume ale. Wanting her a bit tipsy, he was not about to serve her the boiled water she preferred. He spoke amiably about his day as he ate, and she downed half a horn of wine and poked at her food.
 
   “I thought ye hungry, lass.”
 
   “Huh?” She looked up from her trencher and mustered a wee smile. “Oh. I guess my hunger passed.”
 
   No doubt, when ye realized I wasna about to let ye escape.
 
   He refilled her elk horn goblet. “Do ye find the solar to yer liking?”
 
   She nodded. “But it must be cold in winter. Have you thought of putting in glass?”
 
   “Aye, someday all will be glazed, but fear not the winter cold.” He grinned. “I am a warm soul.”
 
   “Ah.” She licked her lips and fiddled with her food again.
 
   After a moment she said, “Where I come from couples—-men and women—-date, get to know each other before they...” She bit into her bottom lip and chewed.
 
   “Tup,” he offered, trying to suppress a grin. For a widow she was verra shy. 
 
   “Ya, ‘tup’ is a good word.” She took another healthy swallow of wine. “You see, my people like to feel comfortable with one another. People don’t just jump into bed together...immediately.” When he raised a disbelieving brow, she amended, “Well, okay, some do, but it’s not the right way. Do you see-—ken—what I mean?”
 
   “Aye.”
 
   “Thank heaven we got that straightened out.” She expelled a great whoosh of air and picked up her knife. “I knew, if given an explanation, you’d understand.” 
 
   He waited until she’d eaten a couple of mouthfuls before saying, “Tell me yer way, my lady.”
 
   “My way?” 
 
   “Aye, yer way of a man kenning a woman.” He had to find out quickly. The priest would be entering the secret passage and have his eye pressed to the spy hole as soon as he called for the food to be taken away. 
 
   “Well, I’d like a man to give me flowers and take me to dinner. To talk as we walk or sit together, that sort of thing. We call it dating.” 
 
   He grinned. So far he hadn’t done too badly. He’d fed her and they were talking. “About the tupping.”
 
   “You’re back to that again, are you?” She heaved a sigh. “Well, I’m not speaking from experience you understand—-ken—but I always thought it would be nice to have a man with slow hands.” She grinned self-consciously and trilled the words of her favorite country song, Slow Hands, about a man who understood he needed to take his time making love to his lady, and not come and go in a heated rush. She blushed anew and ducked her chin. “It’s a popular song where I come from by a man named Conway Twitty. I’ve always thought it romantic.” 
 
   He found her voice lilting and her wine-induced behavior endearing. Such an odd creature, his wife. And what kind of an oaf had she married that she dreamed of a balladeer with slow hands and an odd surname? He huffed at her first husband’s stupidity. Well, he, for one, could be as slow and gentle as she wanted. With that thought in mind, he asked, “What think ye of yer new book?”
 
   “Ah, the new book.” She fiddled with her knife and sucked in her cheeks. “Duncan, it’s very pretty, but a little too...condescending to women for my taste.” Seeing he did not comprehend, she added, “Where I come from women are treated as equals.”
 
     “’Tis so here.” The Magna Carta had made it so, particularly for those poor wee souls who happened to marry or be promised to brutish men. He didn’t like the skeptical look in her eye, but left the argument for another day. His objective at the moment was not, after all, to prove his rightness in such matters, but to spread her thighs and consummate this forced marriage—or all would be lost.
 
   Hoping to lower her guard, he reached for her hand. He turned it palm up in his. 
 
   Some claim eyes were the window into one’s soul but her delicate, decidedly feminine hands had already illuminated her soul to his perusal. With them, she had brought him back from the brink of death. And—if Angus was to be believed—she had cried over him in the process. That alone warranted his best efforts as he consummated their vows. He ran his thumb gently across her palm, noting new flesh were the water had burned. He was taken aback by her skin’s softness. A softness now mirrored in her eyes. “Have ye a passion in life, lass?”
 
   She blushed. “I love to cook and to read. And you?”
 
   He grinned. Dare he tell her? She hadn’t pulled her hand away. Nay, not yet. “Being laird is enough.”
 
   “All work and no play will make you a dull lad, Duncan.”    
 
   He grinned and lifted a brow. When he murmured, “My thoughts, exactly,” she choked on her wine. 
 
     He pounded her gently on the back. When she finally turned a natural pink he asked, “Are ye finished, lass?” When she nodded, he went to the door. 
 
     Within moments the room had been cleared, the door locked, and his lady had backed herself into a corner again. 
 
     He stood at the foot of his large bed and held out his hand. He whispered, “Lass, come here.”
 
   She shook her head, and he shrugged. He could give her more time. He had to undress anyway and snuff out all but one candle. He saw no point in giving the blasted priest more than a glimpse of this coupling. No more than need be to insure his holdings were safe. 
 
   He tended to the candles first, suspecting his size might put his shy lady off should she get too clear a view of things. He then tried to shrug out of his coat and immediately groaned.
 
   To his surprise Beth ran to his side. “Duncan, you’re going to tear yourself open again. Let me.” 
 
   She carefully eased his jerkin off. As she started to walk away with it folded over her arm, he caught her wrist and pulled her into his embrace.
 
   “Nay, my lady, ’tis time.” He lifted her chin with a finger and placed a gentle kiss on her forehead. “I promise this eve will be as slow as ye luste.” He placed a hand on her neck and felt her pulse bounding under his fingers. He smiled when fabric slip past his legs, surprised that just his touch had been enough to cause her to lose her grip of his jerkin. He kicked it under the bed.
 
   She pressed both palms to his chest. “Duncan, I really don’t want...”
 
   “Sssh, lass, ye have nay reason to fash.” He gently brushed his lips against her forehead. He heard her little intake of breath when he drifted lower to kiss her eyelids. When his lips slid over her soft cheeks to hover over her lips, the pressure she applied to his chest eased. 
 
   Ah. Apparently, she didn’t mind being kissed, perhaps was even curious. He’d not argue with that. He’d been staring at her lush, full lips for days wondering how they’d feel. 
 
   He ran his tongue along the crease of her trembling lips then nibbled on her plump lower one. Plain though she be, his lady did have a nicely shaped mouth, full and nearly liquid under his. He licked and she gasped, opening for him. 
 
   Never one to miss an opportunity, he delved into her. Ah. To his delight she tasted of wine and mint, her tongue felt like velvet as it slid slowly against his. He deepened the kiss, languishing in the silken interior of her mouth as her warm feminine scent filled his chest. When he changed angles to plunge deeper still, she moaned. Her velvet growl set his heart racing. He could not remember when that had happened last. Mayhap, never.
 
   His blood heating, he ran a gentle hand up from her waist to caress the sweet fullness of her breast, only to have her stiffen in his arms. Ah. She did mean slow. No matter. ’Twas all the better for his purposes.
 
   With any luck the priest hidden behind the wall was already in his cups and half way to sleep. Since noon, Angus had been pouring as much mead as possible down the damn man’s gullet. Hopefully, he’d be out cold when they joined or near enough that he’d not dare naysay their coupling done.
 
   Duncan refocused on the task at hand—his assault against his bride’s shy nature. Since she’d not pushed his hand from her breast, he gently swirled his thumb along the side of the decidedly firm globe. He could have hoped for more to hold, but what he stroked felt deliciously female and his manhood rose.
 
   He cradled her to his hips. As his fingers captured her nipple, to stroke it firm, she gasped and he deepened his kiss. To his delight her breath heated, as did her skin. Her hands began inching up his chest to his shoulders, traveled as if by their own accord. When they slid around his neck, fingers burrowing deep into his hair, he groaned into her mouth and slid a hand to her buttocks. Delighted with her unexpected response, with the taste and feel of her, he gently drew her against his throbbing need and slowly backed her toward the bed. 
 
   His height, while a good thing in battle, made aligning inflamed body parts while standing with a woman nigh onto impossible. He needed her on her back, and he needed it now. 
 
   He deepened his kiss before lifting her with his good arm. She mewed into his mouth as he slowly lowered her onto the bed. He settled as best he could—-given her blasted skirt—between her warm thighs. Her tongue caressed his. Ah, yes, this is what a man lives for. A woman not afraid to show pleasure, a woman willing to give as well as receive.
 
   He cradled her left breast in his palm, his thumb finding joy as it traced the firm nub of her nipple. Would they be pink or a deep caramel, he wondered, sliding his lips along her jaw and settling on her shoulder. He needed to taste her, needed to suckle her nipples like a hungry babe. Needed to rock into her hips, to feel the heat and moisture that hid beneath the layers of fabric keeping him at bay. 
 
   He shifted his weight to his left arm, much to his shoulder’s dismay, and slid his free hand down her leg. 
 
   Her hands suddenly slammed into his chest. 
 
   “No!” She pushed again at his chest. “Duncan, please, we can’t.”
 
   He blinked. “Huh?” What in God’s name had taken her out of her warm lassitude so suddenly? He rocked up onto his elbows, his hands now on either side of her face. “What’s wrong, lass?” He studied her anxious expression and silently cursed. Had he been moving too quickly? Had he been too rough? What?
 
   “I...” Her pupils were still dilated with lust as her gaze darted from his face to the door. She nibbled on her lower lip, her breath still hot and fast from their kissing. Nothing made sense to him.
 
   She swallowed hard. “I...I have my flowers.” 
 
   Her flowers? Nay. This couldna be. He’d have noticed her waddling like a babe with a load in its nappy. At the least, she would have occasionally cradled her belly. 
 
   He inhaled, his nares flaring slightly as he sampled the heated air between his face and hers. Nay, ‘tis nothing here to indicate flowers. 
 
   As he studied her features more closely, she blushed and turned her face away. 
 
   Ah huh! The wench lies.
 
   “Humph!” He ran a gentle finger along her lower lip. When he did it again, her gaze locked on his lips and took on the decidedly unfocused look of passion. He watched, bemused, as her tongue tentatively slid along the path his finger had taken. Aye, she’s lying, but why? 
 
   “Ye flowers, lass?”
 
   Her gaze shifted to his chest as she nodded like a sandpiper. She started worrying her lovely lower lip near to death with her upper teeth. “Uh-huh.”
 
   He brushed a loose strand from her forehead and fingered its silky texture. “Ye’d not be telling a fib out of fear or mayhap shyness, now would ye?”
 
   “Oh, no! No, no, no. I have my flowers.” She had yet to look him in the eye. “Definitely.”
 
   “I see.” He kissed her brow, and was pleased to see her gaze found his lips once again as he pulled away. “Well, my ladywife, then I fear I canna go on....” She sighed, visibly more relaxed. She patted his chest. 
 
   He rocked up onto his knees, his hands coming to rest on either side of her hips. He smiled. When she offered him a tentative smile of her own, he added, “...until I check.” 
 
   He buried his face between her skirted thighs and heard a squeal loud enough to wake the dead.
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter 12
 
    
 
   Please, God, take me now!
 
   Beth squealed louder and longer as Duncan noisily snuffled and sniffed at her crotch again. This time she tugged on his ears for all she was worth. “Duncan! Stop! What hell are you doing?” 
 
   If a body could die of mortification, she wanted to be on the short list. Had to be on it. She struggled to sit, and finding she couldn’t, she swatted his head. “Damn it, Duncan!”
 
   He finally came up for air, laughing to kill himself. “Ah, lass, ye are a wondrously poor liar.” 
 
   In less than a heartbeat he rocked forward and settled on top of her, as he had before, his knee gently wedging her legs apart. Her treacherous thighs instinctively separated to accommodate his weight before she’d realized what they had done, so she again found herself pinned under more than two hundred pounds of solid muscle, and if her loins were correct, nearly as much bulging manhood. 
 
   He captured her hands in each of his own and settled them above her head. She stared wide-eyed at his suddenly inscrutable features. Then slowly, one corner of his mouth curled and a wicked gleam took shape in his eyes. 
 
   Uh-oh! 
 
   He started to slowly rock against her hips as his grin widened. 
 
   Now, God. Now would be a good time to take me! 
 
   She turned her face as his mouth drew near. She’d play no part in this...this seduction. He’d not said, “I’m fond of you,” much less said “I love you.” The fact that she’d mooned over him, cried over him, and was totally confused by her body’s response to him didn’t matter one wit. She couldn’t make love to him. She just couldn’t. 
 
   His lips grazed along her neck. “Ah, lass, ye are a wonder.” When he sucked gently where her neck and shoulder met, she gasped as unexpected tingles raced down her spine. Oh my word. 
 
   No, she just couldn’t open her heart to the pain again, could not allow herself to become vulnerable.
 
   He licked the spot and she moaned. He then moved his lips only an inch further down and did it again. 
 
   When his lips stopped to nibble again, she did manage to whisper, “Duncan, husband, I really don’t think...”
 
   His pelvis, gently rocking between her thighs, was driving her to distraction, causing an unaccountable heat, an indefinable yearning to build within her that clouded her analytical mind. To her surprise, he agreed with her, mumbled, “Aye, lass, ‘tis best we dinna.” But his mouth continued to dine on her flesh in the most protracted manner as if it were imperative he memorize every dip and curve of her face. 
 
   For some inexplicable reason her mouth sought his. It came as a bit of a shock to realize her body had apparently decided it would not flatten its learning curve despite her brain’s protests. When he captured her lower lip with his teeth, then ran his velvet tongue slowly across it, her mouth opened to his sweet invasion. She sighed. Her heart whispered, “This man of your fantasies—of your heart—certainly knows how to kiss.”
 
   She had no idea when he’d released her left hand, none at all, but took advantage and slid her fingers into the thick waves of his ebony hair. When he started to pull away, to explore some uncharted territory, she pulled his mouth back to hers. She’d never been kissed before-—not like this at any rate—and found she wanted her fill before she had to put a stop to it. Surely, just a wee bit of kissing couldn’t hurt? Surely. 
 
   To Duncan’s relief his once reluctant ladywife had started moving beneath him. ‘Twas a most encouraging sign, but having loosened the lacing of her gown, he was most anxious to dine on her breasts. And still he couldn’t get to them, for every time he tried, she’d pull him back to her mouth. He felt inordinately pleased that she wanted his kisses, for no wife before her ever had, but there were times when a man just had to do what a man had to do. And now, with her panting setting her little globes to wobbling before his hungry perusal, was one such time. He recaptured her hands. 
 
   Her mewing protest as his lips left hers played like music on his ears and in his soul, but knowing she should garner as much pleasure from his next effort, he paid no heed. 
 
   With the palm of his right hand he slipped her bodice off the prize he sought and growled in deep satisfaction. Aye, her breasts were as he imagined: perfect creamy-white cones with deep rose crests, like tiny mountains tipped with jam. As his mouth closed over the first peak, he entered heaven. 
 
   She moaned and arched her back, giving him full access. “Aye, lass,” he murmured, “’tis truly wondrous, is it not?” He suckled, enjoying her texture, the way her breath began to hitch, the way her hips began to rock in response. He lapped gently at her slopes, licking his way to the top so he could suckle once again. 
 
   “Duncan...my hands...please...”
 
   He released his hold. Her hands immediate burrowed into his hair and she arched once again. 
 
   “Perfect, lass,” he groaned as he ran his tongue around the rosy crown then pulled it into his mouth. He slowly released it. “So perfect, my eyes ache.”
 
   He slid her arms free of the gown as his lips moved from peak to peak. Her anxious hands tugged at his shirt. “Help me, lass.”
 
   And she did, her eyes becoming glassy as she ran her hands over his chest. He rolled onto his side and draped a tree-trunk thigh gently over her more slender ones. His mouth again captured hers as he slid a hand down her leg and lifted her gown. 
 
   Lady Beth, now flushed and mewing, was all his heart had ever hoped for in a wife and never had. 
 
   Her skin felt oddly smooth, like new porcelain, as his fingers glided along her legs, seeking the warm moist place hidden deep within her skirts. She groaned into his mouth when his hand finally brushed the curls at the apex of her thighs. “Aye, lass, open for me.”
 
   When her legs slowly spread he slipped the clasp from his kilt, and it fell away. 
 
   His hand slowly ruffled her downy thatch, and he wondered at the color. He dared not slip the gown from her hips just yet, not until his hands were slick with her woman’s dew. Aye, he wanted her on the brink of ecstasy before he stripped her naked and drank his fill.
 
   His joy in her response knew no bounds as his hand drew slow circles on the inside of her thighs, each circle easing closer to the heat. Her hips ground against his swollen manhood, her breath coming in pants into his mouth. His fingers did as her body asked. 
 
   They slipped though the dense soft curls in search of the magic place. Finding her nub, they lingered to massage, which caused her to gasp, then groan. Her thighs started to quiver, and he slipped a finger into the pearly, moist heat. 
 
   Her cry made him pulse with need. He pressed against her hips as his finger entered the sacred pathway to her womb. With gentle, rapid movements, his thumb began to massage. 
 
   Her hips began to grind in earnest. “Please...now.”
 
   He kissed her eyelids, having found her tighter than expected. Much tighter. “Not yet, dearest, but soon.” He continued to stroke her, easing her open, wanting release as badly as she apparently did.
 
   “Now, Duncan, love...please! 
 
   Love? Had she said love? His heart tripped with excitement never having heard a woman call him thus. Aye, she had, surely. Knowing—-hoping—her to be as ready as she’d ever be, he settled between her thighs. Her hips came up to meet him. 
 
   “Now!” Her hands pressed down, her nails digging into his flesh.
 
   “Aye, lass,” he whispered into her mouth, as he rubbed his swollen tip against her, once, twice, gathering as much moisture as her body would offer. He sucked her exhaled breath into his lungs and murmured, “Now.”
 
   As he thrust forward, she cried out and turned to marble beneath him.
 
   Red pain seared through her. 
 
   Not now, God! Not now!
 
   Rigid, unable to breathe, Beth asked God why he’d chosen this moment to take her. And why on earth had He taken a cleaver to her? Surely, she’d died just a heartbeat from ecstasy. 
 
   She’d never forgive Him. First, He gives her this face, then takes her parents, and then ends her life using mind-bending pain and neglects to give her the bright light at the end of the tunnel? How cruel could He get? She hadn’t done anything to deserve this. Nor ever. She began to cry. 
 
   She felt a light touch on her cheek and opened her eyes. “Oh.” Duncan hovered above her. She mustered a tiny smile. She hadn’t died, after all. She’d merely been impaled. Dear God above.
 
   “Ssh, dearest, dinna cry. ‘Twill pass in a moment.” She still couldn’t speak, and it certainly didn’t help when he amended, “Or two. Mayhap three, but ‘twill pass.”
 
   God, I am literally screwed to a mattress, here! Are you listening? I’m serious! HELP! 
 
   Duncan caught a tear as it slid down her cheek. “I swear before God, lass, I didna ken ye to be a virgin.” He looked as dejected as she felt. “I thought ye a widow, was told so, in fact. Had I known...” He closed his eyes and rested his forehead on hers. 
 
   They were still physically engaged, but she could feel the pressure lessening, the pain easing within her hips. He hadn’t moved—not by so much as a millimeter from the waist down since entering her. She appreciated his restraint more than words could convey, but...
 
   “Duncan, is this hurting your shoulder?”
 
   He shook his head. 
 
   And pigs fly, she thought, seeing beads of sweat multiply rapidly across his forehead. She ran a fingertip along his finely crafted lower lip before closing her eyes to focus on where they were joined. The pain had eased considerably. “Duncan?”
 
   “Aye, lass?”
 
   “Could we roll onto your right side?”
 
   “But yer pain...”
 
   “It’s fading.” When he continued to look skeptical, she touched his cheek. “I knew this would happen. I’d been forewarned. You did well.”
 
   “Nay, lass, ye dinna reach the stars. Ye wept.” 
 
   He looked dejected. Rachael had been right. Men apparently did have very fragile egos, at least when it came to making love. And he had done everything right. He’d been slow, careful, had brought her to the brink of madness. She’d been ready—past ready if the truth were told—when he entered her. How could you fault a man because he’s—what’s the expression?—hung like a horse? 
 
   He looked humiliated and in obvious pain. She had to get him onto his side. Hoping she sounded naïve, she asked, “Is this all there is to making love?”
 
   He heaved a sigh. “Nay, lass, ‘tis much more...or should be.”
 
   “If that’s so, please, hold me tight and roll onto your right side.”
 
   He shook his head again. “Remain still and soon matters will return to their normal state. Then we can separate without ye being hurt further.”
 
   And meanwhile your shoulder’s probably tearing apart. “But I want to see these stars you spoke of. You want me to, don’t you?” 
 
   “Aye, but not this night, ladywife.” His expression told her it might be never. 
 
   She studied his mouth and furrowed brow as her body adjusted to its new reality. The dreaded deed was done, her virginity a thing of the past. She couldn’t have stopped returning his kisses, nor banked her growing need, nor squelched her enjoyment in feeling his solid masculinity quaking with pent up need for her-—plain ol’ Beth—had there been a gun to her head. 
 
   She knew to her marrow she’d done exactly what she’d sworn never to do. 
 
   She’d fallen in love. Hopelessly, head over heels in love.
 
     With that admitted, she could see no logical reason not to seek the gold at the end of the virginity rainbow, and in the process get her handsome but reluctant hubby off his damn shoulder.
 
   “Roll with me.”
 
   “Nay, ye dinna ken what ye ask. ‘Tis best to wait.” 
 
   She tipped up his chin, bringing his lips within range, and then slowly ran her tongue along the crease as he had done to her. From his surprised expression, she decided she must be a good student, a quick study. She stroked his jaw, “Husband, I don’t understand the rules here, but where I come from, the show’s not over till the fat lady sings.’” He scowled in confusion. “I’m going to see yer stars, Duncan, or ken the reason why. So roll me over...” Thinking it must be the wine, she hummed, “In the clover, kiss me hard, and do it again.”
 
   Duncan did as Beth bid, much to his own surprise, and she didn’t cry out as he did it, much to his relief.
 
   He brushed a lock from her face and brushed a kiss across her forehead. “Ye are a wonder, lass.”
 
   “No, just a woman who likes to be kissed.”
 
   And so he obliged. 
 
   Thinking he best get to where he need be before matters got rock hard again, he lifted her right leg and draped it over his hip. He deepened his kiss as his hand pushed her buttocks. She sighed as she eased down on him fully. 
 
   “Oh, lass.” She felt so tight, warm. It took all of his willpower not to start thrusting. He didn’t dare breath. “Are ye comfy?”
 
   She wiggled a little, as if testing a chair seat for size, making him groan. “Easy, lass. ‘Tis too soon for ye to be riding such."
 
     To his utter surprise she brought his hand to her breast and whispered into his mouth, “Then you better get me ready, husband.”
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter 13
 
    
 
   Beth awoke feeling warm, fuzzy, thoroughly loved, and more than a little sore. My oh my. 
 
   Spooned against him, she craned her neck to study the man who’d shown her the stars. Who would have thought just a month ago that she, “plain-as-pudding-Pudding”, would have such a lover? Or rather husband. Certainly not she. He was everything she’d ever dreamed of in unguarded moments, a gentle, decidedly handsome man who touched her with reverence, who whispered endearments, and brushed away her fears with his kisses. 
 
   Her pulse escalated as she watched him sleep in the faint morning light. She studied the slow steady movements of his chest, the way the air fluttered his lower lip occasionally, and marveled at the rapid eye movement behind his heavily fringed lids. What was he dreaming about? She loved the way his shoulder-length hair waved down the sides of his face and curled up on the ends, and really loved the softness of the fine dark hair that made a dark wedge across his heavily muscled chest and abdomen. Tears welled in her eyes as she memorized the rugged plains of his face.
 
   Thank you, God. He’s the loveliest thing I’ve ever beheld. And he was hers. She still couldn’t believe it. 
 
   In the wee hours of the night, after their need for each other had been satiated, she’d told him the rest of her story. He’d held her and clucked and stroked her back and told her not to fash—-worry. He would take care of everything. No one had ever said that to her before. 
 
   She glanced toward the covered windows on her left and saw pink daylight peeping around the mustard-brown wool. Before he woke she needed to attend to one or two of life’s little duties. Privately. 
 
   Naked, she reached for the chamber pot, did her business, and then poured cold water from the ewer into the pitcher’s matching bowl. She glanced at her container of crushed seaweed and oats and then picked up the fine sliver of Rachael’s soap. She’d rot in hell before she’d use her seaweed concoction after suffering through Duncan’s last reaction—at least, while he was still within a hundred miles of the solar. “Humph.” 
 
     She ran a hand over her legs. Stubble. Her underarms were in similar condition. If she and Duncan were going to ‘tup’ on a regular basis she’d best get adept at using the blade. She sighed resignedly and took it out of the closet. What used to take three minutes with a safety razor now took close to a half-hour.
 
     Hearing water splash, Duncan slowly stretched. For the first time in his adult life his body and mind felt completely relaxed. He yawned and picked up the scent of their joining. He smiled. What a night. Given their shaky beginning, a miracle had occurred. 
 
   Had anyone had told him a virgin could—-would—-enjoy kissing, exploring, and out right fornicating as his bride had, he would have called them a liar. 
 
   And she did see the stars. Oh, aye, she’d made that verra clear, quite loudly, in fact. She’d even called out to God! Amazing. Truly amazing. 
 
   What was more, she’d understood when he’d pulled away before spilling his seed. In the wee hours he’d asked if she wanted children and she’d assured him she did, not now, but eventually. That immediately put his mind at ease. 
 
   And he liked her. Verra much. He would enjoy giving her a child if he learned her addled mind was simply due to injury.
 
   And speaking of addled, while curled in his arms like a kitten, his ladywife had finally finished her tale. Ack, the poor lass, believing in sky scrapes and in him becoming a ghost, of all things. ‘Twas so sad he wanted to cry for her, for she truly believed her tale to be true. Believed it wholeheartedly, which made it all the more heartbreaking. 
 
   But for not knowing whether or not she could give him an heir, she would make a bonnie wife. Bonnie indeed. She was soft spoken, had a wry sense of humor, lovely breasts, a lilting voice, and liked to tup. What more could a man ask?
 
     He rolled and reached for her. Finding the bed empty, he opened his eyes and saw her silhouetted in profile against the morning light. 
 
   Tall and slim, draped only in sheeting and with her little breasts reaching for the sky, he thought her a sight to behold. She raised an arm over her head still unaware of his perusal. 
 
   Then light bounced off metal and he saw the blade in her hand.
 
   “Naaay!” His roar echoed in the solar as he vaulted out of bed and knocked the blade away. He’d used such force he’d knocked her to the floor as well.
 
   “Why, woman?” Why would she take her life? His heart pounded a furious beat as he picked her up by the shoulders and shook her. Shook her so hard, she started to cry. And well she should. Christ’s blood! 
 
   He shoved her toward the bed and retrieved the knife. When he discovered who had given it to her, he’d slice their throat with it.
 
   Why? Had last night meant nothing to her? Had her kisses meant nothing? 
 
     “Ye are Wode, woman!” he roared. “Wode! Do ye hear me?”
 
   Had he awakened a moment later, he’d be again standing ankle deep in a ladywife’s blood. 
 
   She cowered against the headboard sobbing as he approached.
 
   “Duncan? I don’t understand—”
 
   “Close thy mouth!” His entire body quaked with pent-up rage at her betrayal. He grabbed her arm and yanked her to her knees before him.
 
    “Why?” she sobbed, “Why are you so upset? I was only—”
 
   He raised his hand and she screamed. 
 
   “Augh!” He dropped his hand. “Christ’s blood. Ye’re making me as wode as ye be.” He’d never hit a woman in his life. The realization that he’d nearly done so-—coupled with the fear that filled him seeing her trying to slice herself open—made him nauseous. 
 
   Heart aching, blood roaring in his ears, he grabbed his kilt and stormed out. Her plaintive “Why...?” and sobbing followed him like a witch’s curse. 
 
   He stormed into the great hall and all went tomb quiet. God’s teeth! Had everyone heard? He had little doubt everyone in the bailey certainly had, since nothing in the solar windows would have muffled his furious railing. Ack! 
 
   With his face still hot with infused blood, he scanned the hall’s rigid and silent occupants for Angus. Not finding him, he settled on venting his rage on Isaac.
 
   Pointing to his financial advisor, he hissed, “In the library. NOW.”
 
   He crossed the hall with Isaac—now ash gray—following. Passing Flora, Duncan growled, “What the hell are ye grinning about?”
 
   “Nothing, my lord. Nothing.” 
 
   On the stairs he turned to see her eyes still followed him, her snide, all-knowing grin still gracing her deceptively lovely face, and his anger grew. 
 
   In the relative privacy of the library—the room, like most in the keep, still had no door, Isaac murmured, “My liege, have I done something to offend ye?” He started to pace. “For if I—”
 
   “Lock yer jaws, Isaac, and heed.” Duncan collapsed into a chair still not believing it could be happening again. He couldn’t believe he’d begun fancying himself in love with Beth. “Just moments ago, I awoke to find my ladywife trying to kill herself.” He threw the blade onto the table. “Do ye ken who owns this blade?” He’d racked his brain and couldn’t picture any of his men carrying the sgian dubh. Made of silver and quality steel, the six-inch knife would have been well beyond the purse of most within the clan. And it was not Beth’s. He’d been present when Beth, still unconscious, had been placed in the solar. She’d not carried it on her person. Nor would a blade of this caliber—of such great value—be left about so she might find it. Nay. 
 
   Someone had given it to her. 
 
   He pushed his hair off his face with both hands. “Isaac, I swear I have never been as frightened nor so furious in my life as when I saw the wee daft lass holding that blade to her armpit.”
 
   “Armpit, my lord?” 
 
   “Aye. A truly odd place to slash, I grant ye, but ‘twas where the blade’s edge pressed.” His friend looked as ghastly as he felt. “Isaac, sit. Ye look about to faint.” 
 
   Duncan hadn’t wanted another wife, but if God and Albany in their infinite wisdom lusted it so, then why in hell hadn’t they given him a sane one? Now he would die without an heir, his beloved castle, his lands, and clan would all be taken over by a Bruce or Stewart, no doubt. He toyed with her knife. Mayhap, Beth had the right of it. He should just slit his throat and be done with it.
 
   Isaac held out his hand. “May I have that, my lord?” 
 
   “Relax Isaac.”
 
   “Aye, but just give it here.”
 
   He handed it over and heard Isaac sigh in relief. 
 
   “Where’s Angus? I want the labor resumed on her apartment at once. I cannot watch her every moment, nor can I have her slipping, slicing, or jumping to her death so long as Albany lives.”
 
   “Angus is with the MacLean as ye ordered... the arrangement for the tournament tents?”
 
     “Ah.” He’d forgotten he’d sent Angus to barter fish for canvas. “Then find Brian and order the work started.” Angus’s second in command could deal with it. “And summon yer ladywife.”
 
   Ashen, Isaac nodded. “Rachael is in Drasmoor at present, my lord.” He looked at the blade in his hands. “As soon as she arrives I shall send her to ye.”
 
   Seeing the marked distress on his friend’s face, Duncan heaved a heavy sigh. “Isaac, I’ve no plans to rail at Rachael, but ask for her help. The only lock I have is on the dungeon grate, and I cannot place Lady Beth there, much as I’d like. Nor can I truss her like a goose in the solar for she will scream the walls down, surely. Nay. I want yer ladywife joined at the hip to Lady Beth, day and night, until I can cloister her for her own safekeeping. And order every knife not strapped to a man’s thigh taken out of the keep. Take them to your croft, take them to the sea, I care not where, but take them away.”
 
   ~#~
 
    
 
   Tears coursed down her cheeks as Beth vomited into the chamber pot. When the painful retching finally stopped, she wiped her mouth with the back of her hand and cursed. Since childhood, every damn time she became terrified—-felt that familiar overwhelming heartache—she’d vomit.
 
   Why, God? Why has he done this? 
 
   Her breath hitched and hiccupped as she staggered to her feet. With her neck and shoulders sore, she looked at her equally aching arms and saw his handprints around her biceps. 
 
   She’d married a madman. 
 
   Beth limped into what had once been her bathroom, now her closet, and rummaged through the trunks. She uncovered her jeans and sweater, but no underwear. She could live without them. 
 
   This could not be happening. Not again. God, not again.
 
   Just fifteen minutes ago she’d been contentedly musing over the realization that she’d fallen in love with a beautiful man, and he with her. How stupid could one woman get? 
 
   Sniffing, she yanked up her zipper and went looking for her sneakers. She didn’t know whom to be angrier with; herself for believing in the unbelievable—-that a handsome man could love a plain woman such as she—or with him for his painful deception and blatant use of her. That she’d brought it all on herself by opening her heart to him didn’t bear thinking about. She’d known better. 
 
   Dressed, she scoured the sparsely furnished solar for a weapon. She’d not be caught off guard again. Not physically and never again emotionally. If the son of a bitch dared come through the door while she plotted her escape, someone was going to die and it wouldn’t be her. She hadn’t fought all her life for respect to become Duncan MacDougall’s punching bag. No way. 
 
   Her gaze settled on the cast iron fire poker. She hefted it, testing its weight and balance in her hand. It would do.
 
   At the window, firer poker in hand, she studied the boats leaving the quay. She had to get on one to leave, but how? The few times she’d asked to be taken to Drasmoor just to see the village, she’d been told to seek out her husband or been given some excuse as to why now wasn’t a good time. Duncan had apparently ordered his men to keep her here. But she wouldn’t stay. Couldn’t. 
 
   She continued pacing. Haunting images of Duncan’s tenderness in the wee hours of the night and his later inexplicable brutality constantly interrupted her thoughts of escape. 
 
     “Why?” she kept asking aloud. Why had he bothered to show her such consideration and warmth to only yank it away come dawn? Was he schizophrenic or something? 
 
   The twenty-first century certainly hadn’t invented madness, so yes, he could well be clinically insane, and no one here would dare lay a hand on him for fear of reprisal. He was, after all, the MacDougall—-the Black. No wonder she’s wife number four! Had he killed wives two and three? Probably. Had he lived in her time, he’d be the one kept in isolation on an island, not her. 
 
     Heart pounding erratically, she walked the keep in her mind. If she could get down to the third floor unseen, she could circumnavigate the fortification on that level to the portcullis stairway leading to the quay. There’d be guards above and below, but most would be busy. She crossed to the window overlooking the bailey, hoping to spy something to hide behind until everyone went to the hall for the midday meal. Nothing appeared large enough. Fine. She’d just have to find a storeroom to hide in until all but the tower guards went to the hall. She could be in a boat and pulling away by the time a tower guard could reach the quay. So long as the guard didn’t give immediate chase in another boat, she might be able—
 
   The solar door swung open and Beth spun, poker held over her shoulder like a baseball bat.
 
   White faced, Rachael raced to her. “Madame!”
 
   The poker fell from Beth’s hands as fresh tears welled. Arms out, she rushed to greet her friend. “Oh, Rachael, I’ve been so scared!” Sobs ripped from her throat as Rachael’s arms embraced her. “He...he threw me on the bed...and after all we’d shared...and then he screamed...” She sucked in a deep breath. “And I didn’t know what to do...I couldn’t get away and then...he raised his fist and I...I...”
 
   “Ssh. Ssh, my lady, come.” Rachael wrapped a protective arm around her and led her to the foot of the bed. “Sit and tell me all, but slowly.” 
 
     Beth buried her face in her hands and continued to sob. “I don’t know...what happened. One moment he was...” She hiccuped. “We made love last night. He’d been so gentle and I’d been so happy. And then I got up...” she grabbed a lung full of air, “...and started getting ready for the day and the next thing I know he’s shaking me like a rag doll and I’m sure I’m about to die...and...”
 
     Rachael brushed the hair from Beth’s face and whispered, “Tell me about the blade, mon ami.”
 
     “The blade?” Beth sniffed as she studied the concern etched on Rachael's finely boned face. What blade? “Oh, your pretty knife. I’m sorry. He took it. I don’t know where it is now.” Beth wiped the tears from her face, heaved a heavy sigh, and hiccupped again. “I didn’t even get a chance to finish shaving my damn armpits.” 
 
   Rachael stood abruptly. Her voice rose as she waved in agitation. “Are ye saying all this—all yer crying and himself storming about like the wrath of God—is because ye wanted to shave yer ARM PEETS?”
 
   Why was she upset? “Rachael, all I know is that one minute I’m as happy as a lark and the next I’m facing a madman.”
 
   Rachael shook her head and collapsed on the edge of the bed. “My petit chou, the MacDougall isna wode—-mad—-as ye think, but terrified. He thought ye about se suicider—-to kill thy self.”
 
   “WHAT?” Beth bolted to her feet, mouth agape. “Why would he think such a thing?”
 
   “Oh, mon ami. ‘Tis a wonder he isna wode with thinking it happening again.” Sensing Beth’s confusion, she said, “Ah, I see ye ken not.” She heaved a huge sigh and patted the bed. “Sit. ‘Tis a sad tale of deceit and deception I am about to tell ye. When we have this sorted, ye can then tell me of the tupping.”
 
   ~#~
 
    
 
   Still upset, in part because of his brutal handling of Beth—in the past he’d been the one pounding sense into men for beating their wives—-and in part due to his great disappointment, Duncan returned to the fourth floor. 
 
   Outside the solar, he scowled at the guard. Why were peals of laughter coming through the door? What in God’s holy name could Beth possibly find humorous about their current state of affairs? 
 
   Women! 
 
   He kenned them not and would go to his grave in the same ignorance. Growling, he turned away.
 
   Mayhap, God had placed women on earth to drive men into their cups and then into early graves. He had certainly consumed enough whisky in the last three hours to support the conclusion. He stomped down the stairs. He had to get to the carpenter before the man started crafting the chapel pews. There was nay hope for it; the precious wood would now have to be used to make a verra sturdy door for Beth’s cell.
 
     In the kirk, after speaking with the carpenter, Duncan ran a gentle hand over the chiseled words on his first wife’s simple two-foot square stone marker. Tears formed then threatened to spill.
 
     “I’m so sorry, lass. I did not appreciate ye full well while ye lived.” This woman, who had never sought him out, who had never returned a kiss, had been the best of the lot. 
 
     His throat tightened as he whispered, “Someday, Mary, ye will have the fine bronze effigy I promised. Yer likeness will hold a lily in yer right hand.” She’d ken the reason he would choose the symbol of the Blessed Virgin. “My shield will be on yer chest, and our babe in yer left arm. Aye, and yer father’s shield will shine above ye. All who look upon it from then until forever will ken ye were the only jewel in my thorny crown of wives.” 
 
   He ran a slow hand over the letters again then backed away. He blinked, removing the wetness blurring his vision and took a deep breath. He had to find his blacksmith. 
 
   The new door hinges the smitty labored over would have to be turned into brackets so a beam as wide as his palm could be dropped across the door the carpenter now grumbled over. 
 
   “My lord!” 
 
   Halfway across the bailey, Duncan turned to find Isaac running toward him, Rachael being dragged behind him like a dingy in a ship’s wake, flopping and stumbling, her short legs no match for Isaac’s length of limb or speed. 
 
   “Slow, Isaac! Dinna be abusing your ladywife in such a disgraceful manner.”
 
   When they came abreast of him, Rachael could barely catch her breath. 
 
   “My lord, Rachael has something of great import to tell ye. Ye must pay heed.” Isaac looked about, his gaze settling on the hay barn. “We can talk in private over there.”
 
   Twenty minutes later, Duncan shook his head in disbelief. “Ye mean to say she does this scraping of her body with a blade daily?”
 
   “Aye, my lord,” Rachael mumbled. “‘Tis the way of her people.”
 
   “‘Tis foolishness in the extreme,” Duncan growled as he searched through the night’s memories seeking the truth of Rachael’s words. He had thought it odd his ladywife’s legs felt like porcelain, and had been most aroused finding her underarms naked and had licked. “Humph!”
 
   He turned to Isaac. “Tell the carpenter he can stop grumbling and use his precious oak for the pews, and then release Young Kevin from guard duty.” As Rachael turn to follow her husband, Duncan stayed her with a hand. “Nay, lady, I want another word with ye, if ye dinna mind.” He could see that she did, but she stayed as he commanded.
 
   With Isaac gone, Duncan stepped close enough to Rachael to bury his boot tips beneath her skirts. He then puffed out his chest and stretched to his full height. Rachael immediately blanched. 
 
   Good. He had her attention.
 
   “Now, dear lady, will ye be kind enough to tell why I—being completely overwrought with grief and horror—heard ye and my lady laughing to kill yerselves just moments ago?”
 
   “Uhmm...” Rachael’s face turned the color of whey. “We...umm...we were discussing ye finding her with a green face, my lord.”
 
   Narrowing his eyes, he crossed his arms and waited. She couldna lie any better than his ladywife.
 
   Rachael chewed on her lower lip. Apparently understanding he wasn’t about to let her go until he had the whole of it, she finally blurted, “’Twas about yer manner of tupping, my lord.”
 
   “And this is a matter for laughter?” Outrage infused his face with heat. 
 
   “Nay, my lord! ‘Twas just the manner of Beth’s telling...” She looked to the floor. “...about her flowers and ye snuffling and sniffing her skirts, my lord.” 
 
   He cocked his head to better examine Rachael’s face, and as he suspected, found her flushed and struggling not to laugh.
 
   Exasperated, he cautioned, “One word of this—”
 
   She held up her hands. “Oh nay, my lord! I would never think to do such a thing.”
 
   He had little doubt she’d already told Isaac, but he waved her away. Hopefully, ‘twas the end of it. 
 
   Until he faced Beth again. 
 
   And how on earth would he do that? Ack! He’d been brutish to the extreme in his treatment of her—though given his state of mind at the time, surely ‘twas understandable. But she’d not understood his terror at the time and that was the most important point. Rachael had done well in telling Beth his whole sordid history with regard to his past wives, but what if Lady Beth still harbored resentment? And there was still the matter of her believing her bizarre tales of ghosts and living in the twenty-first century. Augh! 
 
   Pondering his approach to Beth, he studied the activity of the bailey. He watched the bairns at play, a few deliberately tripping their harried, unusually quiet parents to get attention as they carried casks of dried fish. More casts were off-loaded by more quiet men and carried past him and into the keep for storage. He looked above the battlements to see distant fields looking like coats of arms, white stripes against green, as newly made, urine-soaked cloth bleached in the sun. Aye, all was as well as could be expected outside, but not so within. He heaved a heavy sigh. He’d put off facing Beth long enough. 
 
   Climbing the steps to the solar he harbored little doubt his lady wanted to cleave his head from his shoulders.
 
   He garnered his courage with a deep breath and cautiously pushed open the solar door. Marked disappointment filled him finding the room empty. Thinking he might find her in the library, he retraced his steps and turned at the second floor corridor. As he rounded a corner, he collided with Flora. He reached out to steady her, and she fell into his arms.
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter 14
 
    
 
   Hunger drove Beth to the great hall. She’d spent a futile two hours in the solar hoping Duncan would come and apologize. Her monumental relief in learning she hadn’t made love with a raving lunatic had bolstered her spirits and her hope for their relationship. She just wished someone had had the foresight to enlighten her about Duncan’s second and third wives earlier. Had she known, she definitely would have responded to his fury differently. 
 
   Deep in thought she stepped into the unusually quiet hall, and found all eyes turned toward her. All but the children then developed a sudden interest in the trenchers or ale before them.
 
   They know. Everybody had apparently heard the argument.
 
   Appearing before them for the first time with a naked face couldn’t compare to the embarrassment she now felt. Duncan owed her for this. Big time. And where is he?
 
   Back straight, she crossed the hall to the tightly wound staircase that would take her down to the bailey.
 
   Outside, people again stopped what they were doing to stare. When she stared back, they quickly averted their gaze as if she were naked. Feeling an outcast just by being among them, her discomfort grew as she made her way toward the chapel, the place Duncan had spoken of with fondness during the night, in the hopes of finding him there. She wanted—-no, the operative word here was needed—him to apologize and then he had to rectify the good people of Blackstone’s opinion of her. Once that had been accomplished, he could kiss her if he liked. But only once. She was still mad at him. 
 
   Not twenty feet from the chapel’s arched doorway a blond child of three or so darted out from between two casts chasing after a huge gray cat and nearly tripped her. Apparently unaware of the danger, the child followed the cat out the open portcullis. Expecting to find a frantic mother chasing behind, Beth scanned the women and realized no one had noticed the child’s exit.
 
   She ran after him, hoping one of the guards had already captured the dirty-faced urchin and given him a good dressing down while at it.
 
   But outside the gate she saw to her horror that no one stood between the sea and the child as he raced after the cat. Not knowing his name she yelled, “No baby! Get back. Baby get back!”  
 
   She ran. Only feet from grabbing him, the cat jumped onto a tethered boat and the child, reaching for the boat, lost his balance and toppled over the quay’s edge and out of sight.
 
   Beth heard a woman’s scream just as she plunged feet first into the frigid water after the boy.
 
   Slipping below the churning waves, Beth felt the icy cold hit her with the force of a solid fist. She almost gasped from shock and hoped the child had enough sense not to. Tossed between the quay and the boat, she felt rather than saw the frantic child. She latched on to the wavering fabric of his shirt and kicked for the light. A breaking wave knocked her against a hull as she broke the surface with the child, his shirt still locked in her fist.
 
   Someone lifted the child up and out of the water and then strong hands reached for her. Beth heard the child’s wet cough and then a mother’s cooing and admonishing as she made it to her feet. Teeth chattering, Beth pushed dripping hair out of her eyes to find the child—now wrapped in tartan—a bit blue around the lips, but otherwise okay. Relief flooded her.
 
   She tipped her face to the sun. Thank you, God.
 
   Deciding the child was none the worse for the experience and in good hands, Beth hunched against the wind and pushed through the crowd now gathered on the quay. One man silently offered her his cloak as she passed. She gave him a wane smile, shook her head, and hurried toward the keep. She desperately needed to get out of her clothing before she turned to a block of ice.
 
   Before she made it to the keep’s door someone tapped her shoulder.
 
   “My lady?” 
 
   Beth stopped and managed a grin for the panting, apple-cheeked woman holding the drenched boy. 
 
   “Thank ye for saving me lad.”
 
   “You’re most welcome.” She studied the chattering child clutched to the woman’s chest. “What’s his name?”
 
   Double dimples bracketed the woman’s semi-toothless grin like quotation marks. “Miles.”
 
   “Hello, Miles.” To the woman Beth said, “He’s a lovely—bonnie lad. How many years is he?”
 
   The woman’s chambray eyes assessed Beth for a long moment. “Soon four, my lady.”
 
   “An inquisitive age.” Several more women edged closer to them, obviously curious. Beth held out her hand. “My name is Beth, Mrs....?”
 
   The woman hesitated for a brief moment before taking Beth’s hand. As she did, one woman gasped and another giggled nervously. 
 
   “MacDougall, my lady, Kari MacDougall.”
 
   “Kari, it’s a pleasure meeting you. I just wish-—luste—it had been under more pleasant circumstances.” Beth’s teeth began to chatter in earnest. “I’d love to chat, but I need to change.” She gave the child’s arm a pat. “Bye, and no more chasing kitties onto the quay, you hear?” 
 
   The child smiled, displaying dimples identical to his mother’s. Beth waved and ran up the stairs, her goal the solar. Climbing on stiff legs, she pondered the possibility—should she remained locked in this world—of she and Duncan someday having a child so easily identifiable as theirs. Would her son have Duncan’s steel blue eyes and black hair? She prayed if she had a daughter the child would have her height and build but her father’s features and coloring. 
 
   As she rounded the second floor landing, Beth came to an abrupt halt. Her hands flew to her mouth.
 
   Not fifteen feet before her in the darkened hallway stood her husband and Miss I’m Too Sexy for My Clothes Flora Campbell locked in an embrace. Something sharp contracted around Beth’s chest seeing Flora leaning into Duncan, the woman’s palms splayed on his chest as he casually leaned against the wall.
 
   When they turned as one to look at her, Beth’s body infused with blistering heat. She didn’t wait for an explanation. Matters were clear enough for a blind man to see. Her husband loved another.
 
   Without a word, she spun and tore up the stairs wanting only to get behind a closed door before she shamed herself by allowing him to see that he’d made her cry.
 
   “Beth! Wait! This isna—” 
 
   Duncan grabbed Flora’s upper arms and shoved her back. “God’s teeth, Flora, back off with ye!” Damn all and the little fishes. Beth’s expression had turned from startled to painful recognition in only a heartbeat as she had stared at them. Damn!
 
   “Oops,” Flora murmured tightening her grip on his sleeve. “Ignore her, my lord. As I was saying—”
 
   “Flora, away with ye. Now!”
 
   Beth already thought him a beast after he’d tossed her about the solar in a rage. He had nay doubt that her thinking she’d caught him in an adulterous clutch would do naught for his plea of understanding about his earlier behavior. 
 
   He raced down the corridor after her and then flew up the stairs, taking them two and three at a time. Why was fate so determined to blast his life down the garderobe slew? All he needed now was a raid by the Bruce and his life would be a total ruin.
 
   At the top of the stairs he found the solar door closed. He lifted the latch and shoved. It didn’t budge. He pounded a fist on the thick wood.
 
   “Beth, open the door.” He could hear her muffled sobbing. 
 
   “Go to hell!”
 
   He raked his hands through his hair and growled in frustration. He’d not been able to lock her in for lack of a lock, but she’d locked him out by simply propping something under the latch. He pressed his forehead to the door. “Lass, please. ‘Tis not as ye think. Flora waylaid me, ‘twas all. I wouldna do that to ye.”
 
   He waited for a response and heard more muffled sobs. 
 
   Damnation! And why did she cry so? ‘Twas naught as if she loved him. Women! They’d be the death of him.
 
   A great murmuring rose from the hall and Duncan’s attention began to vacillate between his sobbing wife and discovering what now had the clan in an uproar. He should stay and plead his case, but what was wrong below? The conversation escalated in volume and he stared down the hall toward the stairs.
 
   Surely, if given time to ponder his words, Beth would see he spoke the truth. No? He had, after all, pledged his fealty to her before God and his clan just a week past, and all knew him to be a man of his word. Aye, ‘tis best she found the right of it in her own good time. 
 
   He cast a final glance at the barred solar door before starting down the steps. Mayhap, he could coerce Rachael into helping Beth to see reason. He was, after all, a peaceful man and did not want his life at sixes and sevens any longer than need be.
 
   In the hall Duncan couldn’t make heads or tails of what his clansmen were saying about Beth whilst everyone talked at once. To all he shouted, “I just left my ladywife. She’s in the solar so how can this be?”
 
   “‘Tis true, my lord,” Clive MacDougall, an able solider chimed in. “I was up on the battlement, above the portcullis and saw the bairn racing after the cat with ye lady fast on his heels. I shouted as she did, but to no avail. The lad toppled in. By the time I got down to the quay Lady Beth had jumped in after the lad. Ye can understand my distress; the wee lad canna swim and me not knowing if yer lady could?”
 
   “‘Tis as he says, my lord,” Kari interrupted. 
 
   Duncan waved the bairn’s mother forward.
 
   “Just moments ago...” Kari wrung her hands, “...I looked about for Miles and then saw yer lady running through the gate yelling, ‘No, baby, no!’ With my sweet babe gone, I gave chase. I near died seeing him fall into the sea.” Tears sprang into her eyes. “Drown he would have if not for yer Lady Beth. I canna swim and Clive couldna have reached him before...” She gulped as tears coursed down her ruddy cheeks. “Yer lady just disappeared into the sea after my Miles and then rose with him in her hands.”
 
   All who claimed to have seen the astonishing event nodded as one. Someone muttered, “Like in the tale of the Lady of the Lake, my lord. Only ‘twas not a sword but the bairn she rose up with clutched to her breast.”
 
   Duncan mentally pictured Beth standing in the hall—beyond the shock and dismay he’d originally noticed on her visage, he now realized she had looked like a ewe caught in a hard rain. Why hadn’t he noticed before this?
 
   Ack! ‘Twas little wonder she’d told him to go to hell. He’d not be the least surprised if she now plotted his demise. Good thing he’d ordered all the sgian dubhs away or he might find one buried to the hilt between his ribs. What a dreadful day his poor addled Beth has had. 
 
   ‘Twas past time for him to humble himself before her and beg for reconciliation. On his knees, if need be, before the solar door.
 
   As he turned to the stairs, he heard Angus hail him.
 
   “My lord, a word if ye please.”
 
   Duncan studied his second in command’s stern countenance as he approached. “Ye return earlier than expected. Is something amiss?”
 
   Angus dropped his voice to a whisper. “‘Tis the Bruce. We need speak of in private.”
 
   Duncan, irked by life’s timing, nodded. He would just have to speak with Beth after discovering what his enemy planned.
 
   ~#~
 
    
 
     God, if you don’t get me out of this time warp soon I’m going to kill him.
 
   Of all the woman in the keep, why Flora? Why not someone with a sweet disposition, some widow with six children she couldn’t hate so much? But no. Instead, “plain-as-pudding Pudding” has to find her man in the arms of a woman with a snide attitude, a supermodel face and great boobs. And lest we forget, one who also speaks fluent French. Talk about finding oneself on the short end of life’s equation! She mopped away her tears with her palms. 
 
   Enough! 
 
   She’d done nothing but cry herself sick for two solid hours. She’d been foolish to think she could have life otherwise. And worse than foolish for letting her guard down while in Duncan’s arms last night. She’d acted stupid, pushing aside the harsh lessons she’d learned growing up as she was shuffled from one disastrous situation to another. “Lesson Number One,” she muttered, “Love is beyond your grasp. Lesson Two; nowhere is it written that you’re guaranteed fairness. And Three; there’s only right and wrong.”
 
   And Duncan was, by God, in the wrong.
 
   At the windows she hiccupped, sniffed and studied the activity in the bailey and across the bay in Drasmoor. All of it—-the keep, the castle, even the village—-belonged to her by marriage and by law, both in this time and in her own. Amazing. Dashing the tears from her cheeks, she marveled at how life went on all around her, without her, while she huddled above it all. 
 
   Get a grip on your heart and pride, girl. Nobody has or ever will give a damn whether you’re happy or not.
 
   She heaved a sigh. She couldn’t continue to lick her wounds in the solar. If the fates had decided she was to remain here indefinitely, then for her sanity’s sake things had to change. For starters, she would not live in a pig’s sty.
 
   Marshalling her pride and installing what she hoped was now an impregnable shield about her battered heart, she straightened. Though her body felt like she’d gone three rounds with a prizefighter thanks to the abuses she’d suffered at Duncan’s hand and the battering she’d taken by the waves, she rolled her shoulders and took a deep breath. None of that matter.
 
   The only thing mattered. She, by marriage and heredity, was the lady of the keep-—the mistress of Castle Blackstone—and it was about time she let everyone know it. It was time to kick ass and take names.
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter 15
 
    
 
   Margaret Silverstein kept one eye on the parlor’s wall clock timing her contractions and the other on her anxious husband as he paced before her with Lady Beth’s diary clutched in his hand. 
 
   Fretting day and night, Tom hadn’t eaten or slept since Lady Beth’s disappearance. And daily he went to the castle and called to the ghost. He’d tried everything he could think of from bring a telly over and turning it up full blast to leaving a letter stating the Blackstone estate was bankrupt in his effort to get a response—-even a furious one—-from their laird and still Tom could find no evidence of their ghost about the keep.
 
   “I’ve a bad feeling, Margaret. Lady Beth is ill-prepared for what she’s facing.”
 
   “I dinna agree.” Margaret wiped a damp curl from her brow, the day’s unusual heat and humidity making her even more uncomfortable. “She’s a survivor.”
 
   “Did ye not read this?” Tom slapped the fabric-covered journal he’d found under her pillow as he continued wearing a trench in their carpet. “She poured out her heart in this book, laid her soul bare. She’s never been loved and craves it desperately. To make matters more worrisome, she’s lived a pampered life, even by our standards, never mind the Black’s.” He stopped before her. “Ye were not there. Ye dinna hear her going on about the blasted water heater, for heaven sake! What will she do having no plumbing and no knowing the language as the MacDougall rails?”
 
   “No doubt, ignore him.” Margaret shook her head at her husband. She was worried, too, but for an altogether different reason. Having spent time with Lady Beth and having read the diary, she’d come away with a totally different picture of Katherine Elizabeth MacDougall Pudding. 
 
   Sure, Lady Beth craved a man’s love and attention as any healthy woman might, but Beth wasn’t one of those foolish women dependent on a man’s opinion to feel good about herself. She was tough, had never allowed herself to be vulnerable simply because she wanted love.
 
   “Tom, dear, ye’re fashing is understandable, but ye forget that she made a comfortable life for herself without anyone’s help. And she’s brave.” 
 
   Beth had stood up on more than one occasion for co-workers when she felt they were being treated unfairly at the risk of her own job security, and she’d thwarted a mugger. In a verra unorthodox manner by kicking him in the jewels then vomiting on him, but she’d done it. 
 
   Aye, if anyone could get his lordship’s undivided attention it was Lady Beth, which was precisely where Margaret’s worry lay.
 
   Margaret kenned Tom didn’t agree but she believed Lady Beth would try to hold her own against their laird. As Tom continued his fretful pacing, Margaret shifted and tried to get comfortable. She glanced at the clock as another contraction started. With a mixture of excitement and dread, she decided they were definitely coming closer together. 
 
   “Tom, how will we know if all has gone well?”
 
   “Perhaps...” He stopped and grinned for the first time in days. “I’ve got to go to the castle.” He raced to the hall and slapped on his hat. As he shoved an arm into his coat, he said, “I must get his diary, the original one.”
 
   “Tom, stop.” Margaret grimaced as she levered her ponderous body into a standing position. As she did, a puddle of amniotic fluid formed at her feet. “Yer babe has finally decided it’s time, dearest. Our laird’s diary will have to wait.”
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
  
 
   Chapter 16
 
    
 
   Dressed in jeans and armed with the poor excuse for a broom that she’d found in the kitchen, Beth chased two mangy dogs, three children, and the idle priest out of the hall. She didn’t care if they all thought her crazed. They’d just have to live with it because the hall was in for an overhaul. 
 
   She swept rushes from one corner and started stacking the long benches in it. As she started dragging one of the many long tables toward the corner, Rachael appeared at her elbow. 
 
   “My lady, there’s nay reason to strain.” Within minutes, Rachael had summoned half a dozen women to help. Much to Beth’s surprise they all smiled at her now and appeared more than willing to do her bidding. 
 
   As they grabbed opposite ends of one trestle table, Rachael whispered, “Did his apology meet yer esperances—-yer hopes?”
 
   “I don’t want to talk about him, Rachael. If the man dies of a heart attack, I don’t want to hear about it. Leastwise, not until after the funeral.” She’d given Duncan Angus MacDougall as much thought as she was ever going to expend on him.
 
   “Heart ah tak?”
 
   Beth rolled her eyes and clutched her chest as she pantomimed a heart seizure.
 
   “Ah, oui. ” Frowning, Rachael muttered something in French before adding, “As ye luste, mon ami.”
 
   Thankful her friend let the subject of her wayward husband drop, Beth said, “After we get all the furniture moved, I want the room swept clean. I don’t want to see so much as a crumb on the floor.” She wanted to see the wide-plank flooring gleam.
 
   “Of course.” Rachael issued rapid instructions in Gael to four of the women and within minutes everyone was amiably chatting as they swept the rushes out the door and down the winding stairwell to the bailey. While one woman went for fresh rushes and Rachael dug around in the west wing for lavender and whatever herbs she could gather, Beth scrubbed everything made of wood. As she labored, she hoped the caustic lye soap did as much damage to germs as it was doing to her hands. If so, she’d be making headway.
 
   With most of the tables scrubbed, Beth found Kari at her side.
 
   “Please, to help ye, my lady?” 
 
   Beth nodded. “Aye, ye may.” She pointed to the soot-coated fireplace on the east-facing wall. “I think the stone work used to be cream-colored, or at the least beige.” In her time the fireplaces had elaborate white marble facades, but not so in Duncan’s. He had built them of etched sandstone with broad mantels. From his diary, Beth knew the keep to be ten years old. How the fireplace facades had become so disgusting in so short a time, she couldn’t fathom unless the chimneys needed cleaning. If so, she could address it later. Right now, she just wanted to dine in a clean room. 
 
   “Can you take a scrub brush to them and find out?” When Kari only smiled then shrugged, Beth had to wait until Rachael returned to translate. Once Kari understood what was being asked of her, Beth set Rachael to rearranging the tables.
 
   “But the rushes, madame. They are not yet spread...down.”
 
   “We’re not putting them down Rachael. We’re putting them up.”
 
   Rachael’s sable, almond-shaped eyes grew round as quarters. “Pardon, madame?”
 
   “You’ll see in a bit. Just get the tables aligned like so...”
 
   As they labored, Beth thanked God Miss I’m Too Sexy Flora never showed. Had she the nerve, Beth would have set her to cleaning the chimney flues. With a short-handled broom. 
 
   Three hours later her helpers stood looking about with mouths agape, then slowly, one by one, they all started to smile. Beth, admiring their labor, smiled for the first time in hours, too.
 
   She congratulated them, and then asked, “Are the fresh rushes on the lowest level and the sign nailed to the door?”
 
   Rachael translated and Kari grinned. “‘Aye, my lady.” 
 
   “And the dogs—-lymers—are washed?” They nodded again. “Great. Now to the kitchen.”
 
   ~#~
 
    
 
   Duncan’s stomach growled and his eyes burned. Isaac and Angus had been sequestered with him for what felt like a lifetime, as they sorted out their dilemma. 
 
   Albany had ordered the clan leaders to pair up in teams of two for the first rounds of the tournament. He paired them not friend with friend but foe with foe in an effort to keep the peace, teaming Duncan with the Bruce, which to Duncan’s mind just tempted fate. He still wanted the man dead.
 
   “So ‘tis agreed,” Duncan said, coming to his feet. “We’ll invite the Bruce and a limited contingent here.” It bothered him that his holding and table were not as impressive as the Bruce’s but Blackstone offered security. “Over mead we can work out our difficulties. He’ll no doubt want to ride first in all events, which I will agree to, as a condition to Isaac holding the purses. I want separate stabling and guards for my warhorses. I do not trust the man not to slip something to mine should we win the first rounds and need ride against each other for the gold cup.”
 
   “It’s as sound a plan as any,” Angus agreed after he’d spent the last hour inventing what-if situations they might have to counteract.
 
   Isaac yawned. “My lord, I’m starving and ‘tis past the time for clear thought. If ye don’t mind, I’ll like to see my wife and then my bed.”
 
   Ack! My ladywife. 
 
   The last time Duncan had excused himself to seek out Beth, he’d been met with blatant hostility as she bustled about. When he’d asked for her time, she’d glared and closed all but her middle finger into a fist in answer. Stunned, he’d laughed. Victorious Sassenach archers used the same obscene gesture when confronting the French, men fond of cutting the third finger from captured enemy archers so they couldn’t fire a crossbow ever again.
 
   Tired now, he had no desire to try broaching Beth’s defenses yet again, but try he must. He’d been in the wrong. 
 
   At the keep’s second level, Sean MacDonnell of Keppoch, now married to Duncan’s cousin, halted him.
 
   “My liege, I’ve just returned from purchasing the iron in Oban and have news.”
 
   “Aye?”
 
   Sean shifted his weight nervously. “I’ve no fondness for carrying tales but...” He looked about and behind then lowered his voice. “I met a man there who, being in his cups and quite sotted, boasted of a relationship with a woman of our sept. He described her and she cannot be any other than Flora.”
 
   “Then ‘tis good.” The thought of marrying his sister-by-marriage off made him grin.
 
   “Nay, my lord, ye do not understand. The man is a Munro now attached to the Bruce clan.”
 
   Duncan frowned. “The Bruce’s?” 
 
   “Aye, and he’s not inclined toward handfasting or marriage. He’s a tinker, my lord, someone beneath her aspirations. I did not have a good feelin’ just from his manner, my lord, so I bring it to ye attention.” 
 
   “Thank ye, Sean.” Flora, being a Campbell and in his household, had nay reason for meeting a man of the Bruce’s. 
 
   None.
 
   As they continued down the stairs, Duncan murmured, “Angus, set a man to watch her. I want to know where and when she meets this man again.”
 
   “Aye, but mayhap Rachael...?”
 
   “’Twould be better, less conspicuous,” Isaac agreed. “I’ll bring it to my ladywife’s attention.” 
 
   Duncan nodded as he came to full stop just steps inside the hall. Angus, paying no heed, ran into his back.
 
   “What in all that’s holy...?” Duncan asked no one in particular. His advisors stepped around him.
 
   Angus started to laugh. “Appears yer ladywife took it into her head to civilize us.”
 
   The great hall, normally just a clutter of chairs, tables, and benches scattered over rushes, had been swept clean to the wood and divided across the middle by a pair of waist high, open chests, their shelves still full of books from the library. The end of the hall in which Duncan stood held a long dais with a head table before the fireplace. All the other tables were arranged in neat rows, separated by a center aisle. Each table was adorned with wild flowers, two large wooden bowls, candles, and odd white fabric cones. Mouth agape, he stared at the opposite end of the hall to where chairs had been arranged in a circle before the fireplace. More seating—a half dozen benches— were positioned against the back of the book chests. One of the two colorful rugs he’d brought back from the Holy Lands now lay before the sitting area’s fireplace while the second hung in the center of the north wall. Two tapestries he’d brought back from France as prizes—and which he’d totally forgotten about—now hung on either side of the hanging carpet. 
 
   On either end of the mantles and sideboards sat large pewter pitchers filled with tall reeds and lavender. His coat of Arms, its bent armored right arm holding a cross-crosslet with the motto Vincere et morri—-“To win or die”—lounged not in a corner of the solar where he’d dropped it, but now hung above the dining end’s mantle. Above the opposite fireplace hung his best shield, it’s bright fields of red and gold announcing by candlelight his lineage and relationship to the King to one and all. Two of his best pennants hung on either side of the windows on the south wall, opposite the Persian rug.
 
   “Merciful Mother, is there naught of mine she hasna plundered?”
 
   Isaac, looking about wide-eyed, mumbled, “I dinna think so.” He pointed to his left. “There be yer heavy armor. Apparently, she couldna get yer new chain mail to stand on its own.”
 
   Angus grinned. “What say ye, Duncan? Yer best lance in his hand is a nice touch, nay?” He lifted the helmet’s face guard and laughed. “‘Tis full of straw.”
 
   Duncan, on the verge of bellowing for his wife, snapped his jaws closed when the bailey bell suddenly rang and people started marching up the stairs and into the great hall. The men, uncharacteristically mute, took their places at the tables while the women chatted in animated fashion and settle the bairn, who, wide-eyed, spun and excitedly extolled on all the changes Beth had wrought.
 
   He silently took his seat at the center of the head table after checking to be sure nothing sharp lay on the seat. Angus, still grinning like an idiot, sat to his right, and Isaac took the seat to Angus’s right.
 
   “Why are the men so quiet?” Isaac whispered.
 
   “I don’t understand any of this, friend.” Duncan examined the pot of heather before him, and hoped his wife would make an appearance soon. He wanted an explanation.
 
   “What are the bowls for?” Angus asked as he peeked under the white cone.
 
   Duncan shrugged his good shoulder as three women marched in, carrying dozens of tankards. He sighed in relief as Beth followed, carrying a large flagon of ale. She whispered something to one of the women as she handed off the flagon, and then exited before he could get her attention.
 
   As a lass filled his tankard, he asked, “What say my lady to ye?” 
 
   “Lady Beth cautioned that I should serve from the left, lest I be fond of scrubbing possets for a fortnight, my lord.” 
 
   Having no idea why serving to the left held importance, or why posset scrubbing would be just punishment should the lass not, he said, “Ah.”
 
   The ale served, more women placed baskets of bread at each table as others arrived with platters of roasted venison, fish, eggs, and with what appeared to be weeds. Beth returned and stood by the door watching the proceedings as more women followed with bowls of sauce. When all met with her approval, the women took their seats, and Beth came to sit on his left. 
 
   All eyes were upon them as he pulled out her chair. “Good eve, my lady.” 
 
   She said not a word, only lifted a brow when Flora glided into the room and took a seat in the first row, directly before them. 
 
   Beth picked up her white cone, made a show of flapping it out before placing it in her lap. The women mimicked her actions. The men, frowning, followed suit. Not a one, apparently, was of a mind to garner his ladywife’s or his own wife’s disapproval. 
 
   As Rachael served Isaac, Beth ground out between clenched teeth, “May I serve you, my lord?”
 
   Cautioned by the fierce glint of steel in her eyes, he said, “Thank ye. All smells verra good, my lady.” When the corner of her mouth twitched, he added, “Appears verra good, as well.” Her gaze slid to his lips, but she remained mute as she slung food into his wooden trencher. He scowled when she placed the weeds in it.
 
   Pouring an oily red sauce over the greenery, she said, “Dandelions, fennel, and crest. Eat it. You’ll like it.” 
 
   He glanced down the table to see Rachael, having finished helping Isaac, now served Angus, who looked none too sure he wanted weeds either. 
 
   After the rotund priest offered grace, every eye came to rest not on him but on Beth. When she smiled and broke her bread, a collective sigh rose and the hall quickly filled with the usual clamor of sixty people trying to talk over each other as they ate. Of all the women he’d known, only the most powerful of dowagers commanded the level of deference he’d just witnessed. And odd that Beth now should.
 
   Finishing a really delicious joint, Duncan glanced up and caught Kari slapping her husband’s wrist as her man tried to pitch a bone to the floor. Contrite, the soldier placed the bone in the big bowl. Duncan’s gaze shifted around the room to see others doing the same. Ah. The dogs will be sorely disappointed, he thought, placing his bone in the bowl before him.
 
   And where were the beasts? He glanced around and found his normally boisterous lymers lying at the far end of the room, looking forlorn with heads on paws. At this time of day, he was normally tripping over them. How verra odd.
 
   Having eaten his fill—even the weeds, which truth to tell tasted verra good with the wee pieces of egg and onion, he pushed back in his chair. “My lady, all,” his hand swept the table and the room, “is well done.”
 
   “Of course, my lord. It’s what I do, arranging banquets.” She placed her napkin on the table. “Given adequate time and ingredients, I can put on a feast for one hundred that will knock your socks—-hose—off.” 
 
   He recalled her tale of life in the new York. Given he’d just consumed the best meal he’d eaten in years, he murmured, “I dinna doubt ye.” In fact, he could not remember the last time he’d enjoyed such simple fare as much. He studied the room once again. It did look more impressive, as if he were a knight with an income of five and two thousand pounds instead of one with a tally amounting to little more than one thousand. The Bruce will be impressed and think twice before plotting against him. Then again, the bastard just might double his efforts to acquire Blackstone.
 
   Duncan leaned toward her. “Lass, we need speak of matters that keep us at dagger points.”
 
   “Nay, my lord.” She stood and smiled at the people who now watched her. Without moving her lips, she whispered, “We’ve said all that needs to be said save this.” She glanced at Flora and color flooded her cheeks. “I’ll not tolerate her presence another day, so you’d best find a place for her outside these walls.”
 
   He reached for her hand. “But Beth, ye dinna understand...”
 
   A wane smile formed as she gently touched his lips. “Oh, but I do, you son of a—” 
 
   She spun on her heel and left in a swirl of emerald silk but not before he’d noted the wetness, a bright silver sheen, that coated her eyes.
 
   To see the depth of her humiliation, and to realize she might still care for him despite it, hit him like a gauntleted fist.
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter 17
 
    
 
   Her heart tripping, Beth clutched the sides of the elongated dinghy with both hands as the two silent clansmen, their heavily-muscled arms bulging and straining, powered them across the choppy water bringing her closer and closer to shore. She couldn’t decide if her agitated heartbeat stemmed from being in a boat for the first time since nearly drowning, from the simple excitement of finally getting to see Drasmoor, or from finally getting away from Duncan’s constant demands that she speak with him.
 
   Since she’d yet to get through a night without dreaming of him, without seeing him in Flora’s arms, she wasn’t inclined to even give him the time of day. Not that she had a clock. 
 
   Kari tapped her shoulder and pointing, started naming the various burns and hills before them. In short order Beth found herself gawking like a tourist. She was so distracted by the sights, Kari had to reach out a hand to steady her as the boat ground to an abrupt stop on the gravel beach.
 
   “Here we be, my lady.” 
 
   The guards jumped out first and stood in knee-deep freezing surf to haul the bow higher on shore, the boat’s wooden hull scraping in loud protest against the rock-strewn beach.
 
   Beth jumped for dry land but an icy wave caught her feet, reminding her once again why so few at Drasmoor knew how to swim. 
 
   She followed the men through the town. The scent of roasting venison mingled with that of pine and fish drying in the sun. Dodging chickens and small children, the guards hurried them along the wide gravel-and-crushed shell paths, past the village’s stone houses. Anxious to see everything, Beth’s head bobbed and spun like a midway ride as she tried to catch glimpses of the sturdy stone homes’ interiors. Women, their arms loaded with babies—-some swaddled in crisscross fashion, others just settled on cocked hips—bobbed their curtsies as she waved and hurried past. 
 
   “Kari, why are you racing hell bent for leather?” She really wanted to see the village, to seek a possible threshold back to her time. 
 
   When her friend’s expression shifted from a smile to her what the heck are you saying look, Beth panted, “Why do ye make such haste?” 
 
   Kari pointed to the mid-day sun. “‘Tis late.” 
 
   Beth blinked. It wouldn’t be dark for at least six or seven hours. “I’d really like...” She came to an abrupt halt to stare up the nostrils of a shaggy bridled pony. One of the oarsmen held its reins. 
 
   She shook her head. Cute and calm as the beast appeared, Beth’s only experience with horses amounted to patting the velvet muzzles of spit-and-polished police mounts. Examining the cracked and weathered sidesaddle, she asked, “Can’t we walk?” 
 
   “Nay, m’lady.” Kari pointed high into the hills. “There is purpure.” 
 
   Beth looked up at the groundcover tinting the steep hills purple and then at the sidesaddle. “Oh.” She chewed her lower lip. “There’s none lower?” 
 
   Kari laughed, “Nay. Come, my lady, the sumpter willna bite.” 
 
   Beth waved toward Kari’s pony. “You first.” After Kari mounted without difficulty, Beth exhaled and nodded to her guard. He bent at the waist and laced his fingers. She stepped up as Kari had done, only to find herself suddenly flopped over the saddle and clutching the poor animal’s mane for dear life. She heard Kari giggle and flashed a warning look. She then growled at the grinning guards for good measure. 
 
     Once she had her right leg draped over the pummel, the snickering guards mounted and led them single file into the hills. The higher they went the shoddier the homes became, some were merely stone and waddle facades placed across little caves dug into steep slopes. Wandering stonewalls kept grazing cattle from devouring the scattered fields of waving oats and rye. Seeing a painfully thin woman struggling uphill under the weight of a wooden yoke balanced by hide bags full of water, Beth grimaced with guilt. Not two weeks ago she’d been put out because she couldn’t get hot water on demand.
 
   This Scotland had nothing in common with the splendid manor homes and manicured landscapes she’d become familiar with in her time. 
 
   As they rode higher, Kari murmured, “’Tis our place for the men and women who arrived after fleeing their own septs or have nay clan. The MacDougall provides refuge, protection, and food in exchange for a pledge of fealty. None bear our name.” 
 
   Half way up one steep incline Kari pointed out the tiny stone cottage, saying it had once been Rachael and Isaac’s. How, Beth wondered, did people survive like this? And did Duncan not trust them?
 
   Within a few hours she and Kari had gathered armloads of heather, thistle, pine boughs and a collection of twisting vines that would substitute nicely for curly willow.
 
     For Beth, the ride down from the hills proved scarier than the ride up. Though the views were spectacular, full of panoramic seascapes, beautiful water falls—-burns—and an eagle’s view of all she could lay claim to, she could also see exactly where she’d land should her pony stumble on the shifting shale clattering beneath his hooves.
 
   When they finally reached the stable and dismounted, her legs shook so hard she couldn’t walk. 
 
   Beth kissed the pony’s whiskered muzzle. “Thank you for not plunging over the cliff.”
 
   She turned for the boat and nearly collided with the priest.
 
   He reached out to steady her. “My lady, I will ride with ye to Blackstone. We need talk about yer conversion.”
 
   Beth shuddered. “Must we?”
 
   Scowling, he grasped her arm. “Aye, my lady, we must.”
 
   ~#~
 
   As soon as their boat reached Blackstone’s quay, Beth bolted. She’d had her fill of the priest and his edicts. How she managed to hold her tongue as he laid out his plan for her religious enlightenment, she’d never know. She’d rot in hell before she’d spend even one morning on her knees decrying herself for a heathen. Huh! She’d been sorely tempted to tell him if he needed something to do, he should chase down her philandering husband. 
 
   She raced through all she could downstairs to prepare for the Bruce’s arrival, and then climbed the stairs to the solar, where she found a beautiful starfish on the bed. 
 
   Despite her refusal to talk with him, Duncan had been leaving little gifts in the solar all week. She turned the perfect, prickly peace offering in her hand. Where did her husband sleep now? He’d given over the solar to her without so much as a grumble, so she hadn’t a clue. When Flora’s face came to mind and Beth’s stomach clenched, she dropped the starfish onto the mantel next to the bird nest.
 
   Feeling maudlin and hating herself for it, she picked up her latest project, her boar bristle makeup brush. The donating boar now slowly turned on the roasting spit.
 
   As she wrapped thread around a few course hairs, she hoped the chalices she’d found in one of the storage rooms had taken a polish. Too, she hoped the women had been able to gather enough greens. 
 
   Beth put down the bristles, too agitated to concentrate. She stood and the singular key hanging from a ribbon around her neck thumped at her waist. She fingered the wrought iron symbol of her power. Duncan had left the key on the bed along with a nosegay of wild flowers. Rachael had to explain its import, that as chatelaine—-mistress of the keep—she had the honor of carrying the keys. Since Duncan only had one lock, she had only one key. The fact that it belonged to the dungeon didn’t detract from the sentiment. He wanted peace between them. 
 
   But the peace he sought was a long way from being won. To Beth’s great annoyance, Flora, though never at meals now, still remained within the keep. Beth had no way of knowing if he went to her at night, but suspected he did, given his appetites and the woman’s blatant sensuality. Thinking about them together, making love, turned her stomach and caused a tightening in her throat. She pushed the thought aside. No easy task since Flora would be joining them for dinner tonight. 
 
     According to Rachael, Miss I’m Too Sexy would serve as a gentle reminder to the Bruce that Blackstone also had close ties to the powerful Campbell clan. Why this was necessary Beth had no clue.
 
     Beth examined her night’s wardrobe and groaned. Much to her chagrin—and Rachael’s delight-—her ensemble included a gold-and-pearl-encrusted headband with requisite rear veil and two jeweled cauls—-nets—-for holding her hair on either side of her face. Her strapless gown with its row of ornamental amber buttons down the front and back laces had been altered through the bust. It was made of deep blue and green vertical silk panels. She was to wear a jeweled girdle and a three-foot-long golden link necklace with a dangling reliquary. The locket she could have done without after learning the enameled doodad was a priceless heirloom of wife number two and held a relic—-a few hairs or pieces of bone from some dead saint. Just the thought of touching it made her skin crawl.
 
     To complete her ensemble she had to wear a bliant—-a full-length, highly-prized blue squirrel-fur-lined coat with billowing sleeves. Taken together it had to be the ugliest getup she’d ever seen. 
 
   Struggling into the under dress she fervently hoped she wouldn’t expire from heat prostration before the night was through, but if she did, she’d look good doing it. She now had mascara, shadow, blush, and lip gloss thanks to beeswax, soot, charcoal, wild raspberries and umpteen hours of experimentation.
 
   As she dropped the gown over her head, someone knocked on the solar door. Thinking it Rachael, she called, “Come in.”
 
   Duncan cautiously pushed the door open to find his ladywife wiggling frantically within a mound of silk. 
 
   “Rachael, can you please help me get into this before I suffocate?” 
 
   He grinned as he strode to Beth’s side. The woman was a wonder. He silently eased the gown’s opening forward so she could extricate herself.
 
   As soon as her head popped out she gasped. “Duncan!” 
 
   “My lady, pardon the intrusion. I’d not kenned you’d still be at yer toilet.” Had he, he would have remained below, but then tonight was too important for both of them. As she backed away, her arms finally finding their way out of the gown, he asked, “Will ye come with me? I’ve something of great import to show ye.”
 
     “Oh?” Her eyes grew wide with apprehension. “Is the venison burning or the—”
 
     As she grabbed up her skirts readying to run for the door, he caught her elbow. “Nay, my lady. The preparations below go well. ‘Tis something else entirely I want to share with ye.” 
 
   “Oh.” She dropped her skirts and craned her neck to silently study him for a moment. She released a hiss of air before saying, “Husband, I haven’t time for conversation right now. I’ve too much yet to do for the banquet.”
 
   Augh. She still wasn’t inclined to make this easy for him despite all his gifts. “Beth, please. ‘Tis of great import and will only take a wee moment of yer time. Please? ‘Twill please ye, I promise.” He gave her his most beseeching look. As she eyed him warily, he kenned her skepticism. Given all that had transpired between them, he’d be reticent, too, if their roles were reversed. 
 
   She huffed. “Aye, as ye luste, but later. Right now I need to get about my work.”
 
   He exhaled audibly and smiled. “Ye willna regret agreeing, my lady wife.” 
 
   ~#~
 
     Heads turned an hour later when he led Beth through the crowded bailey. As he guided her toward the thatch-covered stable, her brow remained furrowed and he urgently prayed this gift—his most prized personal possession—would finally break down her defenses and incline her toward peace.
 
   As he pushed a pitchfork out of their way, Beth glanced about. “Duncan, if you’re about to show me the kittens, I’ve seen them. They’re bonnie, but—”
 
   “Nay, dear wife, ‘tis nay a kit I luste to give ye.” He drew her to his side as he rounded a mound of hay and released her hand. “‘Tis this.”
 
   Beth blinked and stepped forward to examine his pride and joy, to touch the deep green globes hanging off the wee bowed branches. “What is it?”
 
   “A lemon tree.”
 
   “A lemon...” She faced him, eyes round and mouth agape. “But how...I mean why is it hidden here? Doesn’t it need sun? And how did you come by it?”
 
   He couldn’t help but grin at her. Aye, ‘twas good, her wondrous look. “‘Tis brought out at sunrise but kept out of the wind and then returned at gloaming to this barn where the cattle help keep it warm.” He stroked one fruit with a gentle finger. “I’ve been coddling the wee thing for two years, hoping it would finally bear fruit. ‘Tis most precious to have somethin’ so fragile thrive in this harsh place, nay?” 
 
   Beth, fingers to her lips, murmured, “Lemons. I can’t believe it.”
 
   He took her left hand in his. “‘Tis for you. My gift. I...” When she tried to extricate her soft hand from his calloused one, he held fast and murmured, “Nay, Beth.” He fingered the gold and ruby band that bound them together and swallowed the sudden thickness in his throat. Inexplicable fear had him tripping over his well-rehearsed words. 
 
   “I...I like ye verra much, my lady. Aye, verra and I am most humbly sorry for my brutish treatment of ye in the solar. ‘Tis not my normal way. ‘Twas fear that turned me into a beast, ye ken?” He looked up from her hand to her face and took a deep breath, pleased to find her gaze—-now questioning—firmly locked on his. 
 
   “I have cursed myself far harder and longer than ye could in two lifetimes, lass, once I kenned your true intent for the blade. And ye must ken that what ye saw in the upper hall—-with Flora—‘twas naught of my doing. Nay. I wouldna. ‘Tis not an honorable man’s way.” He dropped her hands and heaved a sigh. “‘Tis all I have to say.” 
 
   Beth took a deep breath, stunned by the sincerity in his voice. Could she believe him? His hands shook as they’d held hers. Apologizing hadn’t come easy for him, and yet he cared enough about her to do it. Now her dilemma was whether or not to believe him. Did she dare hope?
 
   Her heart cried yes, believe every word, but her brain balked. Hadn’t she been hurt enough? Didn’t every man caught cheating proclaim innocence? Yes. Yet her heart kept insisting, “He said he likes you verra much.” 
 
   She reached up and stroked the brocade jerkin on his chest. Just nights ago his chest, so broad and beautiful by the glow of the solar’s fireplace, had brought her to tears. She heaved a sigh. If only he hadn’t allowed—-wanted—Flora to remain within the keep. 
 
    
 
   ~#~
 
   Duncan’s fingers halted their exploration of the intricate design on the large Broach of Lorne, the only thing of value his father had left to his keeping. His thoughts were on Beth, his troubled heart comparing his parents’ loveless marriage to his own. 
 
   Why had that all too familiar steely look returned to Beth’s eyes as she coolly thanked him for the lemon tree? ‘Twas certainly not what he’d expected. Indeed, ‘twas far from it. Could he have been mistaken thinking her expression had softened as he spoke? Been mistaken thinking he saw a warmth in her eyes, a slight turning up of her full lips as she touched his chest? Nay. It had been there, truly, if only for a few precious moments before it vanished. So what in the bloody hell had he done or said wrong to make that softness, her interest, fade? Ack!
 
   “Remembering old times, Duncan?” 
 
   Startled, Duncan frowned at his advisor. “Aye.” 
 
   “Some things are best forgotten, my friend.” Isaac held out his hand for the heavy gold broach that had once belonged to the long dead Robert the Bruce. He turned it over in his palm. “Melting this down could solve some of yer financial woes, friend.”
 
   “Give it here, ye heathen.” The broach, named by a predecessor for the land surrounding him and the Firth of Lorne, had been in MacDougall hands for generations. According to family lore, Ewin MacDougall married Red Comyn’s daughter. When Robert the Bruce later murdered her father in 1306, the MacDougall and Bruce clans became sworn enemies. Years later, Robert—after a hasty crowning at Scone—-had been forced to retreat before the victorious English into Argyll where he had hopes of reaching his Campbell allies, but he’d been surprised by the MacDougalls at Dalrigh near Tyndrum. Robert escaped, but on his discarded cloak was found the magnificent broach Duncan now held in his hand. 
 
   As always happens, political power and alliances between clan chiefs shifted back and forth over the years—to the point of Robert the Bruce’s granddaughter marrying Duncan’s grandfather, but this generation now had a new score to settle. 
 
   Hearing a trumpet’s blare signaling the Bruce’s launch from shore he placed the broach into its temporary hiding place beneath his diary. When he had use of the solar again, he would return the broach to its proper hiding place in the headboard. None besides his intimates knew he held it.
 
   “Come Isaac, we need meet our guests.”
 
   ~#~
 
   Duncan greeted the Bruce in the bailey. John was nearly as tall as he and well turned out in a gold collar, tall hat, ridiculously long-toed shoes, and a rabbit furred houppelande—-a short fur-lined tunic—all clear indications of his status and income. By law, none with a yearly income of less than a thousand pounds sterling could don such finery. Duncan again silently thanked God for Beth’s labors within the keep and was pleased she would wear what fur he owned. He wore his simple best; the blue brocade jerkin over a close fitting red tunic and high leather boots. He despised hats of any style and so greeted his guest bareheaded.
 
   “Good eve, John. I hope ye found the way easy.”
 
   “Aye, ‘twas fine weather.” The Bruce looked about the bailey. “Ye’ve made fine improvements in these five years past, I see.”
 
   As they walked to the keep entrance, the Bruce’s gaze roamed as much over the castle battlements as it did over the stables, kirk, and workshops. Duncan grinned. Many of his keep’s nastier defenses like the nags—the catapults that threw fire bombs at enemy ships—and the machicolation, which allowed him to pour boiling oil onto enemy heads, were all hidden behind the innocent interior parapet walls.
 
   Inside the keep, Duncan felt renewed pride watching the Bruce’s stunned reaction to Beth’s idea of a well-turned-out hall. Even he had to admit it looked like the home of a wealthy man, filled with the rich glow of candlelight, tapestries and flowers on every surface. At each place at every table lay a woven reed mat, a trencher, a two tined fork and a carefully folded napkin, so it appeared a fleet of swans floated on seventy wee green ponds. The head table overflowed with bouquets and the colorful tableware he’d brought back from Italy. The keep even smelled rich, the fresh air wafting in through uncovered windows infused with a delightful mix of beeswax, flowers and roasting meat.
 
   Beth entered the hall. As she glided toward him wrapped in a new aura of confidence, Duncan’s mouth gaped. Not only had she transformed the hall, she’d transformed herself. 
 
   He snapped his jaw closed as she dropped in a deep curtsey before him.
 
   “Good eve, my lord husband.”
 
   “Good eve, my lady.” He swallowed the lump in his throat as he took in her now sultry eyes and rose-tinted lips. Still dumbfounded by the change, he mumbled, “Sir John, may I present my ladywife, Beth...ah...Lady Katherine MacDougall.”
 
   John the Bruce bent over her hand. “My lady, ‘tis indeed a pleasure.” When the man continued to hold Beth’s hand for longer than Duncan thought appropriate he cleared his throat.
 
   Beth, looking quite satisfied with the Bruce’s attention, extracted her hand and waved toward the sitting group. “My lords, if you please, come this way.”
 
   Leaving the Bruce’s contingent in conversation with MacDougall clansmen, Duncan and the Bruce followed Beth to the chairs before the fireplace and found a wee feast of fresh bread, smelts and cheese awaiting them. More shocking was finding the hammered bronze and silver chalices he’d plunder from Persia now polished to a soft glow and holding mead. 
 
   Once they were seated Beth said, “Supper will be served within the hour. I’ll ring the bell when it’s ready.” She dipped in curtsey and murmured, “If you’ll excuse me...” then glided away.
 
   John’s gaze followed her. “Yer ladywife’s speech...I must be getting’ old for my ears couldna keep up with her.”
 
   Duncan tore his gaze from his wife’s fine rump to stare at the Bruce. “‘Tis naught yer ears. Her rapid and odd manner of speech ‘tis their way in York, or so she tells me.”
 
   The Bruce reached across the table for the chalice sitting at Duncan’s elbow. “‘Tis good then that ye have a way with languages, MacDougall, or ye’d be reduced to waving yer hands like a mute.” He tasted the mead.
 
   “Humph.” ‘Twas nay reason for the Bruce to have switched challises. When he finally chose to kill the bastard, he’d do it like a man—with a sword. 
 
   Reaching for the more elaborate chalice Beth had intended for the Bruce, Duncan mumbled, “Ye know naught the truth of yer words.” 
 
   His ladywife had been using hand gestures to show her displeasure all week. Some he couldn’t help but laugh at. He liked the fist in the air and arm slap combination the best. Reminded him of the Romans’ ways. And God’s teeth, could the woman roll her eyes. She could go through life without saying another word and be perfectly understood. But he did miss her lilting voice and warmth, particularly in the wee hours when he couldn’t sleep for worrying. About her, the Bruce, and about whether or not he should take up arms again. Unlike Isaac, he wasn’t as sure his shoulder would be adequately healed in time for the jousts. 
 
   Around a mouthful of cheese the Bruce said, “My people are excited about the tournament. Will ye be bringing a large contingent?”
 
     “Large enough.” Duncan had only three tents. Many within his sept would be sorely disappointed hearing they would have to stay behind, every tournament and accompanying fair being something the clan always looked forward to and enjoyed. Well, mayhap he could sell some of their kine and find a way.
 
   “Ye’re very pensive this eve, MacDougall.”
 
   “Nay, just wondering what my ladywife has prepared for our entertainment.”
 
   “‘Tis naught a wife’s nature to be predicable.”
 
   “Ye speak more truth than ye know.”
 
   The Bruce’s eyes narrowed as he devoured more bread and cheese. “Hmm. Ye do favor this lass.”
 
   Duncan shifted in his chair. “Though odd in her ways, I canna deny she is good-hearted and clever.” Reluctantly, he wondered how her tales of York and ghosts could be reconciled with this truth. And he never would reconcile it if she continued to ignore his peace-seeking overtures. Just this morn he’d set a pretty speckled starfish in the solar for her to find but she’d said naught, and he’d climbed off a damn cliff to get it. At least, she wore the key, had exclaimed over the lemon tree, and had smiled just a moment ago. Surely, that meant he’d made some progress. 
 
   Around a mouthful of smoked fish his enemy asked, “Have ye thought on how we’re to proceed with the tournament, MacDougall?”
 
   “Aye.” And so they discussed the broad points of the contest. To his surprise Beth had assigned Flora to supervising their needs. As she tended them, he found it odd the Bruce paid little heed to his voluptuous sister-by-marriage. Odd. 
 
   Before they started working out the finer points of the tournament, specifically who would be entrusted with the prizes they planned to accumulate, the bell rang and the hall began filling.
 
   Beth led them to their seats at the head table. She placed the Bruce to his right then took her seat to his left.
 
   Duncan grinned watching his enemy examine all that lay before him. He well understood the man’s surprise.
 
   Once everyone had found their seat, Beth clapped and a parade of women entered carrying course after course. Platters plied high with fragrant venison, succulent roasted boar with turnips, piping clams in broth, filets of white fish, and roasted leeks smothered in a delicious cream sauce seasoned with rosemary were laid on each table, and then consumed by all in prodigious amounts.
 
   When he thought his stomach could hold no more, a dozen women arrived with dense bread puddings soaked in rich aqua vitae—-whisky—-and cream sauce. 
 
   At his side, Beth reached for her wine, and Duncan throwing caution to the wind, enfolded her hand in his before she could snatch it away. It might kill him but he would make the best of this marriage. He brought her hand to his lips.
 
   “My dear ladywife,” he whispered so only she might hear, “I have never dined so well, neither in Italia nor at Albany’s table.” He turned her hand and kissed her wrist. “Ye are indeed worth ye weight in or, Lady Kathy.”
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter 18
 
    
 
   Beth’s heart slammed against her ribs. Wide-eyed, she whispered, “Please repeat thyself, husband.”
 
   For some reason a mischievous twinkle came into his eye as he kissed her knuckles. “‘Tis apparent from yer expression ye heard me well enough.” 
 
   Her pounding heart and racing blood made her body quake. He finally understood! 
 
   Duncan pushed back his chair. “Come, dearest lady, we must yet speak...in private.”
 
   Feeling herself blush for no good reason, she turned her attention to the room. “But our guests, surely...” She glanced quickly from the musicians as they readied for the evening’s entertainment to her room full of guests. Her gaze, as if by its own accord, fell on Flora sitting in the middle of the second row before her. Beth frowned. 
 
   The beautiful woman’s hands were at her throat, her normally porcelain complexion had darkened to a deep fuchsia, and her eyes were wide in panic. 
 
   Damn! Wondering why the woman couldn’t choke to death in private, Beth jumped to her feet, yanking her hand from Duncan’s relaxed grip. Ignoring his startled exclamation, she ran around the table and back toward the center isle. 
 
   As she slid between the rows, the man to Flora’s left, apparently realizing his dinner companion was in trouble, slammed her hard on the back to no effect. Beth elbowed him aside to get directly behind Flora. 
 
   Adrenaline had the blood pounding in her ears as she wrapped her arms under Flora’s ribs. She made a fist and pulled back with everything she had in one quick motion right below Flora’s solar plexus. Within a heartbeat a large piece of meat flew out of the young woman’s mouth and across the table. Beth released her own breath when she heard Flora’s rewarding gasp of air.
 
   “Are you okay—-better—now?” 
 
   With tears in her eyes and her coloring returning to normal, Flora nodded. 
 
   “Good.” Beth held Flora’s tankard to her lips. “Now take a small sip.” When she swallowed without difficulty, Beth patted her shoulder. 
 
   God, can you give it a rest? Enough, already. 
 
   Miss I’m Too Sexy was her third choking rescue in as many years. And who said food service didn’t have its perks?
 
   She looked up to find Duncan and the Bruce standing shoulder-to-shoulder staring at her. The Bruce simply scowled, but was it astonishment or appreciation lurking in Duncan’s steel gray eyes? No matter. He had his lover back and had her to thank for it. And right now she needed a drink. Or two. Maybe three.
 
   Duncan remained standing until Beth flopped down in her chair. At his side the Bruce murmured, “Ye did not exaggerate, MacDougall, claiming yer wife was resourceful.” 
 
   Duncan nodded as he reached for the flagon of wine. Silently he topped off Beth’s goblet. Still unnerved by her quick and successful action—for he’d seen a good man choke to death as Flora nearly had, he handed her the goblet. “Here, lass, ye need this.”
 
   “Thank you.” 
 
   Rachael came to her side and squeezed her shoulders. “Mon ami! I didna ken what was happening until the venison took flight.” 
 
   They all glanced at Flora who, having recovered her composure, now spoke with her hapless male rescuer. Rachael whispered, “Ye must enseigner—-demonstrer—-ooh...” She flapped her hands in frustration.
 
   “Teach is the word ye seek,” Isaac murmured coming to his wife’s side. He smiled at Beth. “’Twas well done, my lady.” To his wife, he said, “Come, let our lady take meat in peace. Ye can speak of this later.” He bowed to Beth and took Rachael’s arm to lead her away.
 
   Angus finally looked up from his trencher. He expelled a large burp and asked, “What? Did I miss something?”
 
   Beth suddenly laughed. Her laughter then escalated to the point of tears and gasping. 
 
   “My lady?” Duncan eyed Beth closely.
 
   Between gasps she managed, “I’m fine.” She waved him to his seat. “Ask the musicians...to play.” She looked down the table at Angus only to start laughing again. The Bruce sensing something equally amusing joined her. Giving up, Duncan did as she bid and the room filled with the lilting tones of a flute and mandolin. 
 
   Two goblets of wine later Beth began humming and tapping her foot.
 
   The Bruce leaned toward him. “Ye lady appears ready to dance.”
 
   Beth started in surprise. “Can we dance, Duncan? Really?”
 
   He grinned. Aye, his ladywife, looking decidedly lovely tonight, was also decidedly in her cups. He’d yet to get her alone again—-to plead his case—but said, “Why not.” The night was young.
 
   He motioned the lass clearing the tables to him. “Please clear the sitting area for dancing.” As she walked away he called, “And tell Sean we have need of his pipes.”
 
   ~#~
 
   Watching Beth and his liege lord whirling in circles to the deafening music, Isaac whispered in French, “What say ye, my love? Is she sane or not?”
 
     “Odd to be sure, my dear, but saner than you and I together.” Rachael studied the dancing pair for a moment. “It has been discussed that if it be His will, some do return, no?”
 
   Isaac nodded, having heard a rabbi ponder reincarnation.
 
   Pensive, she continued, “It would explain Beth’s beliefs and different ways.” She then grinned watching them dance. “She’s in love with him, you know.”
 
   “Yes. And he with her, though he’s yet to realize it. If she doesn’t forgive him soon, he’ll drive us all into our cups.”  
 
   His wife frowned. “He deserves to be punished.”
 
   “Aye, but do we?” He took Rachael’s hand. “He drills the men unmercifully as he works to regain his strength, grumbles incessantly and still harbors an unhealthy hatred for him.” He nodded toward the Bruce now dancing with Lady Flora. 
 
   “There’s little any of us can do to solve our liege’s problems, husband.”
 
   He studied Flora Campbell. “You have done well keeping Flora away from Lady Beth.”
 
   His wife snorted. “The witch does not comprehend the danger she courts with her constant attempts to speak with Beth. You should have seen our lady’s expression when I told her Flora would be present tonight. Beth may be skilled in many ways, but she is not adept when it comes to hiding her true sentiments.” 
 
   “Aye, but mayhap, you can solve everyone’s problems.”
 
   Rachael gaped at her husband. “And how am I to do that?”
 
   “Duncan has learned Flora meets with a man of the Bruce clan in Oban. He asks that you accompany her whenever she leaves the keep. Should she meet this man and you see this, then Duncan will have just cause to send her—lock, stock and baggage—back to Dunstaffnage Castle. He’ll be rid of her without having to worry about a Campbell reprisal. In fact, the Campbell would need worry should Duncan hear she’d not been punished appropriately for her duplicity.”
 
   “Aye, that’s all well and good, but who will care for our son as I traipse after this thorn in everyone’s side?” 
 
   “I, my love.” When she looked askance at him and raised a brow, he mumbled, “I know. I’ve been negligent in my duties to both of you of late. If you do this, I promise to begin preparing Jacob for his Bar Mitzvah.” He grinned sheepishly. Rachael had been after him for months to start.
 
   Rachael heaved a resigned sigh. “As you wish, but you’d best keep a careful eye on Jacob. He has it in his head to become a knight, and too often I’ve caught him wielding a sword.”
 
   Though he saw no harm in Jacob learning a knight’s skills Isaac nodded to placate his wife. He then turned his attention to the hall’s occupants only to spy Flora, flushed and eyes blazing, marching away from the Bruce. 
 
   He frowned. “Now what have we here?”
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter 19
 
    
 
   Duncan silently blessed the man who had first created wine as Beth, breathless from dancing, laughed and collapsed against him. The wine had lowered her guard enough that she again appeared willing to listen to his whispered praise and mumbled apologies. And now she smiled at him. 
 
   “More wine, my lady?”
 
   “Nay, husband, water.”
 
   “Ack! ‘Tis night, woman. If ye must drink water, please reserve it for daylight.”
 
   Beth laughed as they returned to their chairs, leaving the rest of the revelers to finish the reel. “Are you trying to get me drunk, my lord?”
 
   “Me?” He smiled, not innocently, given ‘twas precisely his intent. 
 
   “Don’t look at me like that with those big baby blues, Duncan. I’m still mad at you.”
 
   He pushed in her chair and kissed her temple. “Aye,” he whispered, “but ye ken ‘twas only fear that caused me to behave like a beast, no?” 
 
   “Aye.” Blushing, she took off her mantel and fanned her face and chest with her hands. 
 
   Looking down into her modest cleavage, images of their only night together, of her pert breasts filling his mouth, suddenly flood his mind and filled his groin. Fearing he’d start drooling if he didn’t get her away, he whispered, “Lass, ‘tis too warm in here.” He took her hand. “Come, let us get some fresh air.”
 
   “But our guests...”
 
   He looked about as his thumb traced a slow circle in her palm. The Bruce and his men were occupied with women and drink. Isaac had Flora in conversation. Catching Angus’s attention, Duncan glanced toward his wife then toward the door. His friend nodded almost imperceptibly as one side of his mouth curled. Knowing Angus and ten of his guards to be cold sober, he murmured, “They all appear well occupied, my lady. Come.” He coaxed her to her feet and led her to the bailey. 
 
   Outside, the air barely moved, had lulled to a whisper. ‘Twas the time of day when offshore breezes usually stilled. Soon the land would be cool enough for the winds to reverse and bring home the strong onshore breeze, which would make for a good night’s sleep. Particularly, if he could convince his ladywife to allow him entrance into his own bed again.
 
   He scanned the bailey and carefully aimed her toward the privacy of the hay barn. “Ye look lovely this night, Beth.”
 
   “Me? Lovely?” She made a dismissing sound. “What they say is apparently true.”
 
   “What say who?”
 
   “Some say women get prettier at closing time.”
 
   He slipped his arm around her waist. “I dinna ken yer meaning.”
 
   “No, I don’t suppose you’d have a need to.” She stopped and faced him. “How do you see Flora?”
 
   Aha! ‘Twas not what he had or hadna done right, but Flora that still had her fashing.
 
   He ran a gentle finger along her jaw. “She is like fox-glove, Beth. Lovely to look at but verra dangerous—-poison—even in small amounts.”
 
   “Oh.” She didn’t appear pleased as she turned away. 
 
   “Do you ken what foxglove can do?”
 
   “No, but I ken she’s probably hell in bed.” 
 
   He spun her, gently enfolding her into his arms while forcing her into intimate contact with his chest and hips. “I dinna ken if she is or isna for I never have nor will I ever bed that woman. I told ye, I pledged my troth to thee, and I am a man of my word.” He ran his thumb gently across her bottom lip, enjoying its pliant fullness. “Ye are more than I anticipated, more than I dared hope for.” 
 
   Moisture came into her eyes as she studied his face. Finally she said, “Truth be told, Duncan, I do want to believe you, but experience has taught me otherwise. And there is the matter of my being here in the first place.”
 
   He sighed resignedly for there was that. If she spoke the truth about coming from another time then he was indeed married to the wrong woman, which meant one of the dead women in the coach had been his intended. Not something he wanted Albany to become aware of just yet. 
 
   And her tale certainly explained her ability to swim, to save Flora, her attitude—-her proprietary interest—in Blackstone, and her most decidedly odd but charming ways. And she knew about the diary he kept, could relate specific events he’d lived through and documented; yet she couldna read Latin. 
 
   “Lass, ye ken it takes great imagination on my part to believe ye?” When she nodded, he asked, “Then, can ye nay do the same for me?”
 
   Deep in thought, she ran her hands slowly over the planes of his chest. Finally, she looked into his eyes. “Duncan, I want to trust you. I want it so much I ache for wanting it. I just don’t know if I can.”
 
     “Oh, lass.” She was asking that he earn her trust, prove himself, which seemed only fair given her previous experiences—Lady Kathy’s tale—and himself railing in fury after she’d given all. 
 
   He decided the first step should be seeking permission and not simply taking, though he had the right. “May I kiss ye, lass?” 
 
   When she kept her gaze fixed on his silver collar but nodded, he murmured, “Then come.”
 
   He led her into the shadows of the barn. She offered no resistance as he cradled her in his arms. Aye, she did want to believe, and he desperately wanted her to. 
 
   Under the eaves and surrounded by the sweet scent of hay he cradled her neck and lowered his mouth to hers. To his surprise her lips were responsive. When he gently increased the pressure, her mouth opened to him. 
 
   He inhaled her sigh as he ran his tongue slowly into her lush, wine-flavored interior. When her tongue began to play across his, his heart soared. 
 
   She did want him despite her verbal protests. He backed her against a pillar. 
 
   As he pressed his need to her belly, she surprised him again by groaning and sliding her fingers into his hair. 
 
   It was all the encouragement he needed.
 
   When Duncan’s hand crept up her ribs and slowly stroked her left breast, Beth’s heart pounded a rapid tattoo in response. 
 
   Her sense of self-preservation started chiding, “You really should be putting a stop to this,” as soon as his thumb started circling her nipple, but God, she’d missed the feel of him, the taste of him. She had no doubt she really should stop him now before he...oh, yes. 
 
   His other hand had cupped her buttocks and brought her into intimate contact with his arousal. As he kissed her senseless, he bent his knees and gently slid his swollen phallus up and down against her. She groaned. As she tried to collect herself, his mouth started travelling down her neck and settled onto the swell of her breasts. 
 
   Nuzzling, he murmured, “Ye be delicious, Beth.” Within a heartbeat he’d opened her gown’s laces and exposed her breasts to the moonlight. As he laved the tip of one very excited nipple she wondered at his obvious pleasure in suckling, not that she minded. Incredibly, it caused something deep within her—-no doubt, her womb—to contract with need. She groaned again when he turned his attention to the other side, leaving the first breast to chill in the soft breeze, which only underscored her nakedness. God, everything he did felt so good, his every move so gentle, yet persistent and hungry.
 
   When he left her breast and slid his tongue down her ribs she wanted to shout, “No, go back,” but then he surprised her by kneeling before her. 
 
   “Umm, Duncan...” 
 
   She lifted his face so she could see into his eyes. Like highly polished silver, they glowed. “What are you—-“
 
   “Ssh, my lady. I need pay penance, aye? So dinna deprive me of this.”
 
   His hands gently slid from her hips to her ankles before gliding under her skirts and up over her calves. They settled just above the back of her knees. He watched her as his callused fingers slowly circled and stroked her now quaking thighs.
 
   “I do like the feel of ye skin, my lady.” He pushed aside the fabric of her gown with his chin and licked the interior of one thigh. “‘Tis silk fine yet tastes most sweet.” She pressed her back to the pillar, fearing her legs would buckle and pressed her hands against his shoulders. 
 
   Without doubt she shouldn’t be allowing him such liberties. No, she really shouldn’t. She should still be holding him at arm’s length, demanding he apologize every hour on the hour, but my, oh my, how he could play her like a fine violin. And truth be told, she did love him despite his sometime caustic ways. And he had apologized, profusely, and she was in fact married to him... 
 
   His broad callused hands crept to her buttocks as his lips and tongue slowly kissed and stroked their way up to the junction of her thighs. Feeling his pouf of breath ruffle the curls at her apex, she gasped. 
 
   Her common sense now railed, “Enough! Someone could come in here at any moment,” but she didn’t want him to stop. She wanted to feel what he was about to do. Wanted it so badly she could have screamed.
 
   Duncan licked just once through Beth’s curls, felt her nub tremble, and looked up. Her head now rested against the pillar as her legs continued to quake. Aye, he had his lady’s attention.
 
   He pressed his shoulders to her knees to keep them from buckling then licked through the dense curls again. She tasted decidedly feminine and sweet. Again he licked, lingering at her nub to suck. He heard her sharp intake of breath. He glanced up to find her teeth and tongue tormenting her lush lower lip. His lady apparently didna mind his way of apology. Good. 
 
   He gently separated the curls. He lingered there, swirling his tongue around then gently sucked until her hips tipped and he heard her wee groan of pleasure. Satisfied, he licked deeper still, causing her hips to grind. When his tongue slid into her secret place her nails dug into his shoulders and she whimpered, “Oooh.” 
 
   She tasted sweeter, her liquid gathering. Aye, she wanted him but ‘twasna time. He wanted her shaking with need, as he had these last six nights lying alone craving her.
 
   To that end he let his thumb attend her nub so his tongue could stroke in and out as another part of his body was want to do. 
 
   When she softly keened his name, he lifted his head and found her looking at him through passion-glazed eyes. “Ah, my lady,” he whispered, “do ye luste?”
 
   She licked her lips and managed to nod. He rose and grasped her by the buttocks as his mouth captured hers. He lifted her negligible weight into his arms. Backing up, he felt hay hit his legs and settled into a sitting position. Her arms locked around his neck as she returned his kisses with equal fervor, her hands buried deep within his hair. He pushed his kilt and her skirts away in the same swipe so he could position her legs on either side of his thighs. As she knelt astride him he adjusted his throbbing member so it settled against her sweet wetness.
 
   He broke the kiss to say, “Now, my lady, settle,” only to realize her body was already pressing down, seeking him. She gasped as he groaned, her slick warmth sucking him in. Her mouth sought his this time, her hands settling on either side of his face as she slowly began to rock. Never in his thirty years had a woman responded in such a heated fashion. 
 
   A breeze played across Beth’s nipples as she slowly rocked
 
   on the firm, swollen flesh filling her. She opened her eyes as Duncan laid back. Sweat gleamed on his chiseled features as his steel blue gaze focused on her wavering breasts. Wondering—-wanting to see his reaction—she kneaded one breast gently, teasing the nipple as he had done. His eyes flashed fire and he growled deep in his throat as he reached to cover her hand with his. 
 
   His response was all she needed. The heat in her belly exploded, her every nerve strained to throw her over some unseen pinnacle to delicious release. She collapsed to his chest.
 
   Nearly crazed with need, Beth’s final spasms loosened Duncan’s restraint. Clasping her hips he rocked once, twice, and exploded against her womb. 
 
   Moments later, comfortable in the hay and well satisfied, he cradled her to his chest and listened to her pleased mewing. In a languished haze, he smiled and pushed her hair from his face. Aye, it had gone well for both of them.
 
   Waiting for his body to regain its strength and pondering why it seemed to be taking an unearthly amount of time to do it, he realized what he had done. 
 
   He’d given her his seed. 
 
   “Beth?” 
 
   She raised her head from his chest and smiled. “Yes, my lord?”
 
   “Have ye ever been hit on the head?” 
 
   ‘Twasna that he thought her tale totally implausible for ‘twas certainly more between heaven and earth than his meager brain could fathom, but... 
 
   She came up on her elbows. “Not that I recall. Why?”
 
   Damn. ‘Twas certainly too late to fret. All he could do now is pray the adage a get is more than one-half the mare proved false should his seed catch. But then, many a maid dinna catch the first time. His mother, for one. Vowing to take more care in the future should the good Lord see himself clear to let this time pass, he patted her rump and sighed, “Just wonderin’.”
 
   She played with the fine curling hairs on his chest. “That was lovely.” 
 
   He grinned, “Aye, ‘twas that and more I’d say, given ye called upon heaven and my lordly self as ye reached for the stars.”
 
   “Oh!” She slapped her hands on his chest and struggled to sit. 
 
   He was faster, rolling her over to settle between her thighs. “Ah, precious, I only tease.” He kissed her gently. “I canna put into words how fond I am of ye odd ways.”
 
   “Your ways are equally odd to me, though I must say you do them well.” 
 
   He chuckled, pleased. 
 
   “Can I,” she asked, pushing a lock from his forehead, “expect this kind of an apology the next time we fight?”
 
   He traced the curve of her now swollen lips, “We dinna have to fuss at each other to have this. Ye could,” he kissed her slowly once again, enjoying the sweetness within her mouth, “invite me back to the solar.”
 
   “Ah.” She studied his eyes and then the planes of his face. “So it’s your comfy bed you seek?”
 
   “Ack! I’d sleep in this hay the rest of my days if ye but chose to be at my side.”
 
   Her eyes appeared to seek his soul as she placed both hands on either side of his face. “Duncan, put it plainly.”
 
   “I care naught for these silent days, of fashing, of wondering if I have the power to please ye or not.” He turned her hand in his palm, examining the fine bones that created the miracles within his keep. “And I didna like seeing the Bruce drool over yer hand.” He scowled, “Definitely.”
 
   “Is it just the Bruce? May another—?”
 
   “Dinna even jest, Beth.” He clamped his arms about her and spun, landing on his back with her fully on his chest once again. “Ye be mine, dear Beth, and only mine and I be yer servant till death do us part.” He brushed the hair from her face. “Do ye ken?”
 
   “Aye, my lord and husband. Just so long as you remember what’s good for the goose is good for the gander.” He frowned so she clarified, tapping his chest, “I’ll not tolerate you casting your eyes, much less anything else, on another wench.” 
 
     He smiled, liking her jealous tone, but he was human. Studying the little worry lines between her brows he decided that from this time forward he would make every effort to be most careful should he be in her sight and spy a pleasing wench walking past. “Agreed,” he told her. 
 
     Her obvious relief made his heart trip. Did she really think another could truly tempt him after the way she made him feel? After all they had shared? How odd. 
 
   Laughter echoed around the bailey from the keep’s open shutters. “With that settled, I fear we must return.” He kissed her fingertips, liking her decidedly satisfied look and ruffled appearance. “However, those in yon hall will ken our luxurious pursuits should we return in our current states.” Grinning, he pulled a large piece of straw from her now loose hair.
 
   Her hands flew to her ruined coiffure. “Oh shi...oot!”
 
   “Indeed.” He stood and pulled her to her feet. He shook like a dog and shed the hay from his clothing. Beth, on the other hand, had all she could do to re-lace her gown.
 
   He helped her then shook out her headdress. “I much prefer yer fair hair loose.”
 
   “Me, too, but I can’t walk in there bareheaded or tongues will wag.” She twisted one half of her thick hair into a coil and held out her hand for one of the cauls. He reluctantly gave it to her. 
 
   Finished pulling herself together, Beth asked, “Do I look presentable?” 
 
   He kissed the tip of her nose. “Aye, as always.” 
 
   In the brightly lit hall, Duncan pulled a bit of straw he’d missed from Beth’s cotehardie and tossed it behind them. ‘Twas then he saw they hadn’t escaped Rachael’s curious perusal. He winked at her over Beth’s head. A slight smile took form on Rachael’s lips then disappeared as she silently directed his attention to the opposite side of the hall. There he spied Angus, Sean, and Tom chest, to chest and ready to come to blows with three of the Bruce’s men. 
 
   “Damn God’s teeth!”
 
   Beth, still ruminating over the import of Duncan’s earlier words, of their lovemaking, murmured, “Damn what, Duncan?” 
 
   She followed his gaze and her worry over his preference for the words “I care” instead of “I love” immediately evaporated. “Oh!”
 
   “Stay here, my lady, whilst I see what ‘tis afoot.” Duncan cast a quick scathing glance toward the Bruce, who looked totally indifferent to the battle brewing in her hall. 
 
   Why the hell did the Bruce just sit like a contented Buddha at the head table when half the men threatening to tear her hall apart were his? The bloody nerve! 
 
   She then spotted Flora leaning against the wall not far from the rumbling Neanderthals and wondered if the woman’s flirting had caused the men’s hostilities. Given the look of indignation on her face, Beth wouldn’t have been the least surprised. Damn the woman. 
 
   Having seen her fair share of bar brawls, Beth worried her lower lip as she surveyed the hall and the men Duncan approached. Picturing all her hard work turned to ruin as more agitated men came to their feet, she glanced at the Bruce. He was smirking. 
 
   The bastard hoped they’d come to blows! Not bothering to wonder why, and not caring if Duncan approved or not—-her only goal being to defuse the situation before the entire clan became involved—-she grabbed an empty tankard and clanged it hard and repeatedly against the table. 
 
     The hall went quiet. Not tomb quiet but enough so she could be heard. In as loud and dramatic a voice as she could muster, she shouted, “Hark!” As worried faces turned in confusion to see what she was about, she continued with as much dramatic emphasis as her limited talents allowed, “Once upon a midnight dreary, while I pondered, weak and weary...” 
 
     She hunched her shoulders like a crone and walked down the center isle. Eyes squinting, she beckoned those that would follow with a crooked finger, “...over many a quaint and curious volume of forgotten lore...” 
 
   She saw Kari’s face light in understanding and heard her exclaim, “Listen! Our lady tells a troubadour’s tale.” 
 
   Beth slowly spun, her voice imitating a conspirator’s stage whisper, “While I nodded, nearly napping, suddenly there came a tapping,” she rapped on a nearby table, “as of someone gently rapping, rapping at my chamber door.” 
 
   She almost sighed seeing many wide eyes following her every move. Too many, however, still looked torn between hearing her tale and joining the fray. She again beckoned them to follow. “‘Tis some visitor, I muttered, tapping at my chamber door, only this and nothing more.” To her relief, they could tell that it was in fact more, and many began following her away from Duncan and the bully-boys to the far end of the hall. 
 
   “Ah, distinctly,” she confided, “I remember ‘twas in the bleak December, and each separate dying ember wrought its ghosts upon the floor.” 
 
   Finally standing before the sitting area with most in the hall settled in rapt silence before her, she hoped Poe wouldn’t mind her changing The Raven up a bit so they could better understand. “Eagerly I lusted the morrow; vainly I had sought to borrow from my books surcease of sorrow—-sorrow for the lost Lenore—-for the rare and radiant maiden whom the angels named Lenore.” 
 
   An excited murmur suddenly swept the group before her. Daring to believe she had them captivated with the tale of lost love, she glanced toward Duncan to see how he fared. All appeared calm, though two men still stood with fisted hands on hips in heated conversation. 
 
   She silently thanked her tenth grade teacher for forcing her to memorize the eighteen stanzas as punishment for nodding off in class before continuing, “...and the silken sad uncertain rustling of each purpure curtain thrilled me—-filled me with fantastic terrors never kenned before...” 
 
   By the time she came to an end, Duncan and the Bruce had disappeared along with Isaac. Flora and Rachel had joined the crowd before her. Seeing Flora wipe a tear away, Beth wondered at it. She wasn’t that great a storyteller.
 
   “Another, my lady!” someone called. 
 
   “Aye, another,” somebody else agreed, “but this be it a tale of great joy, my lady.”
 
   Great joy? Good Lord. Her mind flashed through the movies she’d seen only to discard them, one after the other, due to their very twenty-first century plots. Then Snow White came to mind and she smiled. The children present would enjoy it, at least. 
 
   Thinking how her own life now mimicked a fairy tale she began, “Once upon a time in a land far away...” 
 
   ~#~
 
   Flora studied the Black’s wife as she rambled on about silly dwarves and a poisoned apple. Aye, she could use one of those. 
 
   Nay, for surely she’d be as dead as yesterday’s fish if not for Lady MacDougall grabbing her about her chest and squeezing. And she did understand the pain of lost love, if her tale of the raven were true. Even a fool could see her mistress’s face couldna hold a man’s attention past a fortnight. Mayhap she did ken more than most the pain of dreadful angst and grieving. Aye, she’d not have the lady killed. She owed the woman that, but no more.
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter 20
 
    
 
   Sitting across from the Bruce in the library, Duncan tried hard to mask his anger at his enemy’s impertinence, caring naught for what the Bruce claimed his strength in numbers to be, nor his conveniences to be.
 
   “John, we need camp on opposing sides. I’ll not be traipsing across the damn valley every time I want to work my mount, so the answer is nay to ye stabling our cattle. As for the purses, I’ll not concede that either. ‘Tisna lack of trust on my part for ye, but for yer man. Though of Albany’s house, he is a newcomer. I ken Isaac’s honesty. He has repeatedly demonstrated his loyalty, and desire to remain within my holding. Ye canna say the same of William Kerr.” 
 
   “True, but what if yer man takes it into his head to weigh my portion with his finger on the scales?”
 
   Isaac, fists clenched, came to his feet. Duncan couldn’t blame his friend for feeling insulted but waved him down. “Nay.” Turning his attention back to the Bruce he murmured, “By all means have ye man at Isaac’s side then, but Isaac collects and holds.”
 
   “Agreed.” 
 
   Duncan narrowed his eyes, wondering what the Bruce plotted for ‘twas too swift a concession. He would have to see Isaac well guarded at the tournament, which posed another problem, of leaving Blackstone with less experienced men than he’d like. Damnation. Or did the Bruce really believe him easily defeated?
 
   “So ‘tis agreed,” Duncan murmured, holding up his chalice. “We willna be paired in hand-to-hand, but have our lots drawn by the List Mistress. We will pair—-with ye first—in all mounted contests, arriving with face plates up, bring our own heralds, hold our own cattle, and Isaac holds the purses.” 
 
   The face shield idea had been Angus’s. ‘Twould be a hell of a thing for him to fight hard all day only to be challenged by the Bruce—-to have steel put on their lances tips in the final round—only to lose thinking he faced the Bruce when, in fact, he faced a fresh opponent. And the Bruce had several good men to choose from. 
 
   “Aye, ‘tis agreed,” the Bruce affirmed raising his own goblet. They drank deep, both parched from all the talk. “Shall we join the ladies now?”
 
   “Why not.” 
 
   They rose and the Bruce laughed, “’Twasna so bad, aye?” He then delivered a powerful slap to Duncan’s left shoulder. 
 
   It took everything Duncan had to keep his face serene and not drop to his knees. Damn the man! He now had no doubt that the Bruce kenned his injury, but he could spare no energy in wondering how.
 
   He forced a smile, hoping he hadn’t gone pale. The pain radiating down his back and left arm was such that had he had a dirk on his person he would have gladly buried it to the hilt in the Bruce. Then twisted it. Thrice. 
 
   Entering the hall, they found all before his lady wife; some in chairs, others on the floor, and some like Angus, with tears in his eyes, leaning against the wall. Apparently hearing his approach, his second in command straightened and blinked furiously. Angus nodded, thumping a closed fist over his heart. His friend’s signal confirmed what his eyes could see, that all was as it should be.
 
   He turned his attention to Beth wondering what she could possibly be saying to hold the assembly so enthralled, for Angus wasna the only one who appeared moved. They couldna ken her well, surely? Then he noticed Rachael at Beth’s side. 
 
     As he approached he heard Beth say, “Alone with poor dead Elizabeth, the old crone...” Here Rachael interjected, “auld sotted widwife.” And Beth continued, “...opened the girl’s hand and found the prized locket.”
 
   “Did she give it to Mr. Bumble, my lady,” the anxious child at her knee asked, “so the orphaned babe could find his clan?” 
 
   Beth ruffled the lad’s russet curls, “Nay, lad. The crone pocketed—-stole—-the locket before any spied it. Since they didna ken his rightful clan, Mr. Bumble christened the babe Oliver Twist.” 
 
   Wondering if only orphans peopled his lady’s tales, he came to her side and cleared his throat. “My lady, what say we retire? ‘Tis nigh onto midnight surely.” 
 
   Many an “Aw, but she isna done,” and “Oh, please, my lady, what of the babe?” went up from those at her feet. 
 
   She smiled. “This tale will take many nights to tell.” She stood and placed her hand on his arm. “I promise to continue tomorrow.”
 
   Amongst much grumbling and yawning, the clan began to disperse. He covered Beth’s hand and found it cold and sweating. Frowning, he placed a palm to her forehead. “My lady, are ye ill?”
 
   She grimaced as she threaded her arm through his. “Nay, Duncan, just terrified. I’ve just spent two hours trying to keep your clan well-occupied by telling stories only half remembered from my childhood.” 
 
   “Ah.” He watched mothers collecting their ale-besotted husbands and sleepy children, while others cleared the tables. “Ye apparently did it well.”
 
   Nodding toward the Bruce who remained in conversation with his men at the far end of the hall, she asked, “Did your meeting go well?”
 
   “As well as could be expected given the man’s predisposition to maneuver all to his advantage.”
 
   Beth studied the Bruce for a moment longer, suddenly wondering about the attack on the night of her arrival. Even Rachael had said little about it. “Was it his men who attacked the coach I was in?”
 
   Duncan nodded. “But the men were mercenaries, not of his clan. In the fray, I’d not thought to keep one alive to question, so I canna prove what I feel in my gut to be so.” 
 
   “I’m sorry if my arrival caused a further rift...” She stopped as the Bruce men inexplicably settle around the room in twos. “Duncan?” She clutched his arm. “Are they all spending the night?”
 
   He patted her hand as they ambled past families settling around the hall. “Aye, but dinna fash. We’ve guards aplenty.” He kissed the tip of her nose. “And ye already ken how to bar yon solar door if ye have a mind.”
 
   “This,” she mumbled through clenched teeth and a false smile as she nodded to the child who wished her good sleep, “is not something to jest about. You just said you believe the man to be a murderer.”
 
   To make matters more untenable, all the weapons had been put away as some sort of peacekeeping gesture.
 
   She could picture waking—-if she hadn’t been killed in the night—to the hall looking like a monument to carnage. 
 
   He patted her hand. “Some would say the same of me.”
 
   She huffed. Even if only half the tales she’d heard at supper were true, some might call her husband bloodthirsty or even a mercenary, but never a murderer. She knew to her bones that his honor had—and always would—hold him in check. But the same, she suspected, could not be said for the man Rachael now guided toward the third floor chamber designated for their elite guest. 
 
   Just the thought of the Bruce lurking only feet below their bed pushed any desire for romance out of her head. 
 
   Her hands started to perspire again. As she twisted the ring on her left hand to ease the itch beneath the band, she knew she’d get no sleep tonight.
 
   “My lady.” 
 
   Beth turned to stare straight into Miss I’m Too Sexy’s huge brown eyes. The thought of taking shears to the woman’s long kangaroo lashes made her smile. “Yes, Flora?”
 
   “Madame, I regret not having had opportunity earlier to thank ye for saving my life. I am most assuredly grateful, for I ken few would have made the effort.”
 
   “You are most welcome, but I’m sure any here would have done the same. I just happened to see your trouble first.”
 
   “Nay, my lady.” Flora cast a quick glance toward Duncan then about the room. “I fear...” She shook her head and dropped into a deep curtsey. “I humbly thank ye and am at ye service.”
 
   As she glided away, Beth asked, “What do you make of that, husband?”
 
   “She has the right of it. Had it been left to me, she’d have choked to death.”
 
   “Duncan!” She swatted his arm. “Don’t even say that in jest.”
 
   He captured her hand and brought it to his lips. “Lady, I must attend to matters before retiring. Can ye find yer way to our bed without me?”
 
   “Yes, but hurry.” She didn’t care to be alone with the enemy just paces away.
 
   He ran his tongue over her knuckles causing her to shiver. “Ah, ‘tis gratifying, yer impatience.”
 
   She gaped at him. Here her stomach churned with worry—that their throats would be slit as they slept, and he’s got his mind on sex? God love a duck! Had she known he’d stop thinking with his head and start thinking with what dangled beneath his kilt, she never would have acquiesced to following him into the barn, let alone made love to him.
 
   “Duncan, just do whatever it is you need to do in record time and get your butt up those stairs.”
 
   When he wiggled a brow, she just rolled her eyes and hurried toward the solar.
 
   She kicked off her ridiculous long-toed slippers as she rushed into their room. Dropping to her knees, she routed under the bed and pulled out Duncan’s heavy claymour. In the process she heard metal clanging to the floor and found a jeweled, ceremonial dirk. Great. Heaving them onto the bed, she wondered how her husband managed to swing the huge sword with one hand for minutes on end. It had taken both of hers just to lift the damn thing. 
 
   Satisfied with her defenses, Beth lifted the window’s woolen drape and studied the guards on the walls. Seeing none slept, she heaved a sigh and scratched at the skin around her ring. 
 
     Damn. Between all the cleaning she’d been doing and being nervous all night, she’d developed another rash. With no hydrocortisone ointment on hand, she’d likely claw herself raw by morning. Within a day, thanks to her unconscious but relentless nighttime scratching, the inflammation and swelling would spread across the entire back of her hand. She twisted the ring. 
 
   She had little doubt removing a wedding band had to be some kind of sacrilege, but she didn’t have a choice. If she didn’t get air to the area beneath the band, her entire hand could be swollen and stiff within days.
 
   She carefully twisted the ancient gold and ruby treasure over her knuckle to examine the flesh beneath and felt a flash of stinging cold. Before she could draw her next breath, her skin, inexplicably, became luminescent. Heart pounding, she turned her hands and examined her now glowing palms. Her breath caught; her heart stopped, then kicked hard against her ribs as she stared through her diaphanous hands and saw the floor. 
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter 21
 
    
 
   Beth’s scream rent the midnight stillness of the bailey then rolled like thunder off its walls. It caused the hairs on Duncan’s neck and arms to stand. He spun from the guard he’d been questioning. 
 
   “Please, God, dinna let me find her bleeding, or worse yet dead by a Bruce blade.” He charged into the keep.
 
   Racing across the hall, he ignored the startled expressions and questions of those who’d also heard Beth’s cry. He took the stairs to the solar two and three at a time. The heavy pounding of many footsteps followed him. 
 
   Whoever, he swore silently, dared cause his lady to scream in such a fashion now breathed on borrowed time. He would slit the man from ear to ear as soon as he could lay hands on him. 
 
   Heart beating a frantic tattoo he forgot the latch and threw his weight against the solar door. It crashed against the wall as he came to a sudden halt and stared at the ghastly visage of his wife.
 
    
 
   “Duncan!” 
 
   Tears coursed down her cheeks as she held out her arms to him. He scanned the room for the intruder as his long strides ate up the distance between them. Thankful she was quite alive, he snatched his claymour from the bed. It would better serve him than the sgian dubh in his hand. 
 
   She fell into his arms. She felt as cold as the stones beneath the keep and shook like the shutters during a gale. “God’s teeth, woman!” 
 
   He ran quick hands over her. Discovering her whole and unscathed, he clutched her to his chest. “What hath wrought such angst that ye screamed to stop a man’s heart?” 
 
   “I pulled off my—-” She glanced behind him as men piled into the room. “I...I...saw a rat,” she flung out her arms to the breadth of his shoulders, “this big.”
 
   He gaped at her while his heart struggled to catch a steady rhythm. “Ye nearly killed me over spying a rat?” How one could survive around the prowling lymers and cats he hadna a notion, but she adamantly nodded and pointed to a far corner. 
 
   The Bruce’s laugh caused him to look to the crowded doorway. Short steel flashed in every hand. So much for the stowing of arms. 
 
   As the fifty-year-old Bruce gasped for air, he slapped Angus on the back. “Yer laird certainly can pick ‘em.”
 
   Glaring at the crowd, Duncan bellowed, “Out! All of ye!” 
 
   Beth jumped, and he tightened his hold at her waist. Angus stepped aside so the Bruce could take leave, and Rachael slid into his place.
 
   “Madame, are ye all right?”
 
   “Yes, Rachael.” Beth’s voice was little more than a hoarse whisper.
 
   “Shall I chase it down, my lord?” Angus bent to peek under the bed. “Nay. The poor beasty has nay doubt escaped if he hasna already expired from fright.” He waved Angus out.
 
   He patted Beth’s back until she released the death grip she had on his tunic. “I swear, Beth, ye will be the death of me.” He tipped up her face. “Dinna rats abide in the new York?”
 
   She went wild-eyed again scanning the room. “Are you telling me there are rats in the keep?”
 
   Scowling, he forced her to arms’ length. “What the hell are ye then so frighten of, if nay rats?”
 
   She blanched and started biting her lower lip. “I couldn’t tell you while they were here.” She waved at the door. “Please lock it. I have something to show you.” 
 
   The door secured, she paced the middle of the room twisting her wedding band. “Duncan, I don’t really expect you to understand this, because I sure as hell don’t. But one minute I was itching and as solid as you and the next I’m glowing and turning into some sort of wavering gas...” She started to weep. “Oh, just watch. Then tell me if I’m losing my mind or if what I’m feeling truly happens.” 
 
   She twisted his ring from her middle finger and slipped it forward, keeping it poised at the tip. 
 
   To his utter amazement and horror, she started to shimmer from head to toe like the undulating lights that occasionally lit the northern sky in winter. When the air in the room began to vibrate, to shift, he backed away, a hand before his face. As she slowly faded before his disbelieving eyes, becoming so transparent he could see the window at her back through her, he saw her usually calm visage reflected the awe and fear he felt. 
 
   “Holy Mother! What doth...” 
 
   Words eluded him. 
 
   Then, just as suddenly, she became as solid as the floor beneath his feet, or as it had once been, though now he’d not have sworn it so. 
 
   He’d listened to her tales of Lady Kathy and one hundred story sky scrapes, but what sane man would have believed it all? Yet, just now she nearly vanished before his eyes! 
 
   Pure instinct brought his broadsword to her heart.
 
   Her teeth chattered as she held out her left hand. “Duncan, it’s your ring. The ring brought me here and can take me away.”
 
   Heart bounding, he shook his head still not believing.
 
   She stepped to within an inch of his blade and whispered, “Duncan, please. Put down your sword.” 
 
   “Hold!” The claymore’s tip vibrated with his fear and he had to grasp it with two hands to stay it. 
 
   God’s teeth! What kind of specter ‘tis Beth that she can come and go thus? And what did she want? Was she a fairy? Had she come to charm him, to take his seed as fairies were want to do whenever they wanted a human bairn, and God help him, he’d obliged? Or, God forbid, had she come from some other place to claim his soul? 
 
   “Duncan, please...” She held out her hands in supplication. “It’s the ring.”
 
   “BACK WITH YE! I dinna ken ye or why ye be here, but leave!”  
 
   Fear he understood and routinely dealt with in battle, but the terror now surging through his blood and causing his muscles to quake and his breath to catch felt altogether foreign. As foreign as his ladywife’s ability to disappear then reappear at will.
 
   Fresh tears slid down her cheeks. “I don’t understand this anymore than you do. But I’m still me, just plain ol’ Katherine Elizabeth MacDougall Pudding who belongs in New York with her roaches and Chinese take-out, and I’m as frightened by this as you are.” She wrung her hands. “Actually, I’m way past frightened, Duncan, I’m truly terrified.” She reached out. 
 
   “Nay!” He used the claymore to keep her at a safe distance, and then circled the tip at her heart for good measure. 
 
   To his utter surprise she leaned into it, piercing the tender flesh over her breastbone. Before he could think—to either press his advantage or wonder why she did it—she uttered a wee cry and backed off the gleaming steel.
 
   Shaking and pale, she looked down at the wee scarlet burn that flowed down her chest. “See, I’m just flesh and blood.” 
 
   Dumbfounded, he growled and raised his shaking blade over his shoulder. 
 
   She searched his face for only a moment before collapsing at his feet like a dropped puppet. Her shoulders shook as she buried her face in her hands. She started to sob. As she rocked on her knees, her arms now clutching her middle, his blade hovered above the fair skin of her long exposed neck. 
 
   Self-preservation caused him to inhale deeply, his body readying to wield his sword. 
 
   His heart jolted when she keened, “Why God? Why, when all I ever asked out of life was for someone to love?” 
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter 22
 
    
 
   A gust of air swished past her cheek and the claymore dropped with an ungodly clang to the floor. 
 
   “Ah, Christ’s blood, Beth.” 
 
   Slowly she raised her face to look into Duncan’s eyes. Not seeing death staring back, she released her breath. He kicked the broadsword away and settled on his haunches before her as she dashed her tears away with the heels of her hands. He reached for her, but then pulled back. 
 
   “Be ye alright?” His face was still flushed and dotted by sweat. “The cut, lass.” He pointed to the spot where his blade had pierced her chest. She looked not at her wound but to the sword. “Yes.” 
 
   Heart still thudding, she reluctantly shifted her gaze from the gleaming harbinger of death now lying impotent on the floor to her bloodied bodice. The once white crewelwork was now a rusty burgundy and probably ruined beyond all hope. Rachael had told her it had taken a master tailor and his three apprentice six months to make the gown. “Did you spare me so Rachael could now take my head?” 
 
   “Ack, lass.” To her surprise, he reached out tentatively, first to brush the hair from her cheek and then to trace the path of her tears to her jaw. He examined his fingers. “‘Tis soot. Did yer unholy light burn ye?”
 
   Soot? She’d only felt a bone-fracturing cold when she started to disappear and still felt chilled. She hadn’t felt any heat, no burning. She sniffed and hiccuped again as she examined his fingertips more closely. Suddenly she wanted to laugh, and would have, had she had the energy. Her homemade mascara had cascaded south with her tears. It was too much to hope that she only had raccoon eyes. More likely she resembled a chimney sweep. Could she do nothing right in this world?
 
   “Duncan, I wasn’t burned. It’s just lamp black—-lamp sable.”
 
   Obviously confused, he frowned but only said, “Ah.”
 
   She wiped her nose with the back of her hand. “I wanted to be pretty, so I used the soot...” She heaved a sigh. “Hell, you wouldn’t understand.”
 
   While she struggled to her feet, surprised she wasn’t nauseous from fright, he sheathed his short blade to his calf. Not looking at her but toward the window, he quietly asked, “Will ye be leaving?”
 
   She shrugged. 
 
   Yes, she wanted to return to her old life where threatening steel meant only a racing taxi, where she could speak normally and be understood, where she had friends, coffee and real make-up. But then again, no. For home would also be bereft of hope, for love or for children. She’d have her ghost but not the real Duncan. She took a deep breath and confessed, “Not right now, unless you want me to go.” 
 
   Not wanting to watch as he made his decision, she walked to the window. Her head and heart continued to ache as she studied the movement along the battlements in the light of oil torches whipping like horsetails in the errant wind. 
 
   The burning in her throat defeated her effort to sound matter of fact as she confided, “I never expected to wear a wedding ring, much less be married to a man such as you. To discover the ring—-something I’d hoped would hold such promise—could terrify me so...”
 
   She heard him come to his feet. “I dinna suppose any woman should expect it.” 
 
   “Three wives wore this ring before me. Have you ever been in love?” Why had she asked? What difference could his ability or willingness to love her matter now? 
 
   She placed a hand on her stomach. Did a new life already hide in the deep recesses of her womb? That possibility—not whether he could love her—would have to be the deciding factor in her staying or leaving.
 
   He took a long time in answering. “I grieved for Mary.”
 
   Yes, he had written of his guilt, that he hadn’t loved her, but had he lied to himself about loving her? Why else would he be so obsessed with the chapel?
 
   And what, if anything, would he write of her, Beth, should she decide to slip the ring off for good? Would he grieve? And for what? The loss of a potential heir, a good meal, or just an efficiently run keep? One or all of the above? In any event, it certainly wouldn’t be for her. He’d never mentioned the word love. And knowing that certainly shouldn’t cause the burning at the back of her eyes and throat, much less the fissures now spreading across her heart. She was, after all, plain-as- pudding Pudding. 
 
   When she’d sent her silent plea to God for an honest answer, Duncan had been so close to cleaving her head from her shoulders she’d seen her life pass before her. What staid his hand she might never know, but she thanked God all the same. At twenty-four, she tearfully acknowledged, she’d yet to earn the right to die. 
 
   Duncan studied his wife’s straight back as she stared into the night and tried to gather his wits. 
 
   He’d never been so unnerved in his life. Aye, her turning specter before his very eyes had nearly stopped his heart, but that dinna compare to the last. 
 
   The verra worst occurred when—kenning his fear and possible intent—she’d pleaded not for God’s mercy nor for his, but had used what could have been her last breath to demand an explanation from God for what she truly believed to be His betrayal. 
 
   No faint heart, his lady. 
 
   He’d seen many a brave man die and never before had heard such. Ack! His skin still pebbled like a plucked fowl just thinking on her temerity in calling God to task. ‘Twas also at that very moment—-when she keened her demand—-that he kenned fully that she had spoken nothing less than the truth from the first moment he’d laid eyes on her. 
 
   He had no need to fear his enemies. He would be the undoing of himself. 
 
   And he couldna blame her if she decided to disappear for all eternity. Nay, given all the angst he’d caused her, he could only expect it. 
 
   Why the thought caused a dreadful tightening around his chest he’d not dwell on. He had yet to tell her a painful truth and he owed her that much before she left him.
 
   He stepped forward to stand at her back. “Beth, I do believe all ye have said.” He heard her sharp intake of breath. “Aye, I ken ye are not wode but from another time and place.” He studied the stars as he gathered courage to say what must be said. 
 
   “‘Tis been difficult for me to accept yer tales. For if I believed in sky scrapes and plum mink, then I had to believe I willna be laid to rest when my time comes, but will haunt these halls for all eternity.” He took a deep breath. “’Twas far easier to believe ye coddled in some fashion than to admit I am doomed for what I have done, for the lives I have taken.” 
 
   Beth spun and found him rigid, his gaze glassy with unshed tears as he stared blindly over her head into the night. 
 
   Oh dear God!
 
   She placed her hands on his chest and felt furious beating beneath vibrating muscle. He was terrified—not of her—but of the future. 
 
   She hadn’t thought him a religious man, but given the time and the Church’s influence on their everyday lives—-the in-house priest, the daily vespers so many attended—she should have seen this coming. Should have understood the impact her words would have on him.
 
   “I’m so sorry. I never meant...”
 
   He slowly, gently, brought his powerful arms around her while his eyes remained on the stars. “Nay, Beth. Ye’ve not done anythin’ to be sorrowful for. Ye told only the truth.” He then looked at her, a small grin playing at one corner of his mouth. “‘Tis by my own doing—-my own hand—-that I shall have no peace.” 
 
   “But it makes no sense. You’re honest, a man of character. Surely, there must be more to this—”
 
   “Sweet Beth.” He kissed her forehead. “Ye wish to ease my mind, but why? I am nay digne of ye forgiveness.” His tears escaped the confines of his thick lashes. “I nearly smote ye with my sword.” 
 
   “You were upset. Fear of the unknown can—” 
 
   He pressed a finger to her lips. “Too, I’m a widower thrice and carry that blame. And lest we forget, I’ve killed in battle more men than we—-together—have digits.” 
 
   She hadn’t meant for her eyes to grow wide in shock but they did, and he murmured, “Aye, lass. At last count the number is close to sixty.”
 
   “Oh.” It came out as a squeak. What more could she say? That isn’t so great a number? Or he really shouldn’t worry because he’ll be a relatively pleasant ghost, who only has a tantrum now and then and has much more mourning yet to do? Oh God.
 
   “My lady?” 
 
   “What?” She’d been woolgathering.
 
   “I asked if I had issue. Did I at least leave an heir?”
 
   Matters were definitely going from bad to worse. 
 
   She ran a tentative finger along his finely crafted lips then caught a tear as it trailed down his smooth well-chiseled cheek. He’d kept his face shaved only because she preferred it.
 
   Please, God, let what I’m about to tell him be so. 
 
   Aloud she whispered, “I suspect that very problem is the cause for my being here.” 
 
   His moan escaped before he could collect himself. He then nodded resignedly and threw back his shoulders. It was an admirable job of sucking up, but defeat still lurked deep within his eyes as one corner of his mouth quirked into a grin. “So be it.”
 
   She took his right hand in hers and examined his long, well- shaped fingers and heavy calluses. With it he had brought her to the heights of ecstasy and the pits of despair. Whether she chose to stay or not, he had forever changed her view of life. 
 
   “Duncan, I honestly believe everything happens for a reason. I could have drowned in my time, but didn’t. I could have died in that coach, but was spared.” She didn’t add he could have severed her head just moments ago, too. He had, after all, apologized and was upset enough. 
 
   She took a deep breath. “I believe I’m here to give you an heir.”
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter 23
 
    
 
   Without warning, Flora began walking along Oban’s rutted roads at a fierce pace. Rachael growled as she tried to keep up, doggedly dodging harried wives, venders, dogs, and waste along the town’s sodden ways. 
 
   To her relief Flora finally slowed before the market stalls. When Flora came to a full stop before a woman selling flasks of perfumed oil, Rachael, gasping, sent a thankful prayer to heaven. Flora started negotiating with the vender and Rachel relaxed, her attention drifting to the next cart overflowing with fresh greens. 
 
   She finally held up a nice clump of watercress to ask Flora’s opinion and found her gone.
 
   Rachael’s panic quickly shifted to aggravation. How Flora had slipped away unnoticed mattered naught at this point. She was gone. Finding her without asking their guards for help—for they could not know of Duncan and Isaac’s suspicions—would take precious time from her shopping. Oban might not be London or even Glasgow, but it did have merchants and peddlers on market day that she normally had no access to in her little corner of the world. 
 
   Teeth gritted, Rachael cursed Flora, lifted her skirts and raced along the rutted roadway fronting the loch. Here she could no longer wear her stylish French pattens—her high wooden overshoes to keep her feet dry and her hems clean—for fear of twisting an ankle. Stepping into a puddle, she cursed Flora once again. 
 
   She peeked in every window and doorway she could find. Not seeing so much as a glimpse of her wayward charge in the obvious places, Rachael began a methodical search of all the mews and stables. 
 
   Thirty minutes later, annoyed beyond words and desperately thirsty, she entered a public house and heaved a sigh of relief. There sat Flora in a dark corner across from a man Rachael didn’t recognize.
 
   “‘Tis here ye be!” Out of breath, Rachael didn’t remark on Flora’s startled expression but wiggled in beside her on the bench. She caught the tavern maid’s attention as she set her basket of greens at her feet. 
 
   She smiled at Flora and the pox-marred man across the table. After waiting a respectful amount of time for an introduction and receiving none, she said to the man, “I am Madame Silverstein, and you be...?” 
 
   “Richard of Oban.” 
 
   “‘Tis a pleasure to make yer acquaintance.” The tavern lass appeared at her elbow. She ordered a tankard of ale and wondered why the man neglected to mention a surname. She dabbed at the perspiration on her forehead with her handkerchief. “Flora hasna mentioned that she has been keeping company with a gentleman.” She elbowed her charge playfully. “Naughty girl.” To the man she asked, “So how did ye come to court our full fair and fetish friend?”
 
   He turned scarlet at Rachael’s question and well he should, she thought. From the sour odor wafting across the table, Rachael could only deduce he’d not bathed since her son, Jacob, had been born. Too, half the man’s teeth had hied off with most of his auburn hair, no doubt in an effort to escape the stench she now labored under. What remained had a decidedly yellow cast. 
 
   “I met Mistress Campbell...” He blinked and brought his tankard to his lips, apparently seeking the answer to her question on the pewter bottom.
 
   “If ye must know,” Flora interjected, not quite masking her annoyance, “I commissioned Richard to make our liege and lady a marriage gift.” 
 
   “Ah.” Rachael waited expectantly. When nothing materialized she asked, “May I see it?”
 
   Flora heaved a resigned sigh as she delved into her pocket and pulled out a fist-sized packet. “‘Tis a small token.” She uncovered a brass enseignes—-broach—with two doves carved into it. 
 
   “‘Tis lovely! What fine craftsmanship.” 
 
   Thank heaven, Flora thought. She’d purchased the piece from a peddler only a week ago in the event she got caught with the odious man across from her. She had no choice but to come today. Had she missed this rendezvous with the Bruce’s man, she would have been forced to wait almost a fortnight before she could pass along her information, and then ‘twould be too late. The tournament was set for the next full moon.
 
   She had hoped to get through all this intrigue and keep the broach for herself, but better to lose a pretty than to lose her life. “Thank you.” 
 
   She did have exquisite taste. 
 
   “Our lord and lady will be verra pleased.” Rachael said as she turned the piece in her hand then smiled at the man. “‘Tis truly fine. Yer talent is such, ye should be abiding in a major city, not hiding here where only a few can appreciate ye labors.”
 
   When Richard blushed and remained mute, Flora mumbled, “He does travel extensively to sell his wares.” 
 
   “Ah.” Rachael handed back the broach. “Have ye been to Edinburgh, sir?”
 
   Looking uncomfortable, Flora’s hapless partner mumbled, “Aye.” 
 
   “Ye made him shy with ye teasing, Rachael.” Not kenning if he’d been to the capital or not she said, “Richard was just telling me how difficult ‘tis getting his cart up the steep ways of Edinburgh.” When he remained mute, she kicked him under the table and ground out, “Is not that so, sir?” 
 
   “Oh, aye,” Richard agreed. “‘Tis verra steep the streets. The castle sits upon a mountain, ye ken? And the high street runs from the gates to the valley below.” 
 
   When Rachael asked, “Has the great tower started by King David been completed yet?” Flora nearly choked on her brew. Why on earth had she foolishly encouraged talk of Edinburgh? Arriving in Scotland, Edinburgh was the first place the Silversteins had sought refuge, only to discover the city filthy and full of pestilence. 
 
   Flora glared at the Bruce’s man. He had the plan to bring her brother-by-marriage to his bloody knees, so why in hell was he still sitting here tolerating Rachael’s inquisition? She kicked out again to gain his attention. 
 
   This time he kicked back—-hard. 
 
   Ignoring her, he smiled at her companion. “Nay yet, Madame, but the chapel has been restored.” 
 
   Rachael smiled. “How nice.” 
 
   To Flora’s relief the Bruce’s man then emptied his tankard. He had manners enough to wipe the foam from his mouth before saying, “Talking with ye has been most pleasant, ladies, but ‘tis time for my leave taking.” He bowed to her. “’Twas a pleasure doing business with ye, Mistress Campbell.”
 
   She forced a smile. “Good day, sir.”
 
   When he disappeared Rachael murmured, “We should be finding our guards. ‘Tis past the appointed hour, non?”
 
   “Aye.” Flora came to her feet and noticed Richard had neglected to pay for his ale. She reluctantly dropped extra pennies on the table. Revenge was becoming more expensive by the hour. “If we hie home, we may be in time to hear what happens next to Oliver Twist.” 
 
   “Ah, the poor wee lad.” Rachael picked up her basket and frowned at her purchases. “Can ye imagine selling a bairn? And to learn the Sassenach starve poor laddies to keep ‘em wee so they can force them down chimneys and then chase after them with lit brooms should they be slow at their task. Ack! ‘Tis abhorrent.”
 
   Flora readily agreed as she headed for the door. Not spying the Bruce’s man lingering on the street, she heaved a sigh. 
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter 24
 
    
 
   Hearing her husband’s call, Beth quickly ducked behind the enormous wicker baskets at Angus’s back. She held her breath and silently cursed her big mouth.
 
   Duncan MacDougall was a man on a mission, while Beth had never been the brunt of so many jokes in her life.
 
   It wasn’t that she minded her husband’s attention—Duncan was an incredibly considerate lover—but she’d been spending more time on her back than on her feet of late and things were falling apart in the keep. And Duncan’s time would be better spent at the lists rebuilding his strength readying for the tournament. If she’d explained ovulation once, she done it a dozen times and still she’d not had a moment’s peace or a solid night’s sleep since that fateful evening.
 
   “Have ye seen my ladywife?” Duncan asked as he approached.
 
   “Ye ladywife, my lord?”
 
   “Aye, ye twit!” Duncan paced before her hiding place. “The skinny lass with the fine arse.”
 
   Angus cleared his throat, no doubt in an effort to cover a chuckle. They’d all seen her carried away over Duncan’s shoulder often enough in the last two weeks to know the laird of Blackstone was intent, to the point of obsession, on making an heir. To her infinite relief Angus responded, “Um...she was in the distillery an hour ago.”
 
   “Well, she isna there now.” 
 
   “Have ye checked the chapel?”
 
   “Why would she go...Ah ha!” 
 
   Duncan’s heavy footsteps receded and Beth peeked out from behind the basket. “Is he gone?” she whispered.
 
   “Aye, but ye’d best be away. If ye linger, he’ll be wondering why the fish are still sitting here.” As she came out of hiding, he said, “Now dinna ye be forgetting the pie ye promised me.”
 
   “Angus, I’ll make two if you can keep him occupied for that long.”
 
   Angus called, “I’ll try,” to her back as she trotted across the bailey, keeping well away from the chapel and to the shadows. 
 
   She’d almost made it to the keep’s door when she heard, “Hold ye, lass, right where ye be!”
 
   Damn. 
 
   Whipping the door open, she waved over her shoulder. “Can’t dear! Something needs my urgent attention.” She then ran for her life.
 
   “Oh, nay, ye sweet thing!”
 
   Chickens scattered and men laughed as Duncan raced after her. 
 
   ~#~
 
   “Ye heard nothing?”
 
   “I was too late, Isaac, but I feel certain the ensigns is Burgandian, not crafted by that sloth.”
 
   Isaac, aware she was familiar with the fashion wars raging on the continent between the powerful and wealthy Germanic princes and the French, didn’t question her opinion. He started pacing the library. “Where is Flora now?”
 
   “In her chamber.” 
 
   “Mayhap she commissioned the piece in good faith and this Richard of Oban was merely taking the credit to turn a fast profit.”
 
   “Possible, but...” Who was she to say what was or was not possible, though she doubted Flora could be so easily tricked. Too, the man’s hands appeared coarser than those of a fine artisan. “In any event, she spoke only kind things about our lady on the way home.”
 
   “Hmm. Do you think she might be dissembling?”
 
   Rachael shrugged. “Mayhap she now finds our lady’s odd ways more acceptable since Beth saved her life.”
 
   “A strong possibility given Flora is nothing, if not self-serving.” He took her hands and pulled her to her feet. “Then we can do little but watch and wait.” 
 
   Her beloved appeared none too happy about the prospect.
 
   “Nay, husband. We pray, and while I continue my vigil, you can keep Duncan occupied and away from poor Beth.”
 
   Isaac grinned. “Did she tell you what has set him on his current course?”
 
   She shook her head. “Did Duncan tell you?”
 
   “Aye.” He studied her for a moment. “Ye were right, my dear. She is a reborn, a spirit from a distant place and time made flesh again.”
 
   “Oh my.” When she’d mentioned the possibility, she’d been thinking on a philosophical plane, never truly believing it could be reality. Wide-eyed, she asked, “How has he taken this?”
 
   “He’d slit my throat if he heard me say this, but he’s frightened she may leave him, for she has the ability. I’ve no doubt he loves her, but with the possibility of her deserting him hanging over his head he’ll never acknowledge it to himself nor to her.” 
 
   How stupid could men be? “Saying he loves her might well meld her to him.”
 
   “He believes a child will do that.”
 
   She sighed. Some men were apparently more foolish than she surmised.
 
   ~#~
 
   James the Bruce smirked as he read Flora Campbell’s missive. Her plan for kidnapping Lady MacDougall could be arranged— not easily for the MacDougall had placed his sentries well—but guards had never deterred him before and would not now. He had too much to gain. 
 
   And who would have ever thought Duncan the Black’s Achilles heel would prove to be a wife? 
 
   He tossed Flora’s missive, with her plea that no permanent harm come to Lady Beth, into the fire. He marveled at the woman’s stupidity. He would, as always, do what suited his purposes and clan. And he had other plans for Lady Beth. 
 
   Once captured and placed in his dungeon, ‘twould take but a week, mayhap less, for Lady Beth to die. He would then order her body tossed over one of the many crags that bordered Bruce-MacDougall land so ‘twould appear she fell. The carrion crows will, nay doubt, lead a MacDougall clansman to her, but by then ‘twill be too late. For Lady Beth and the MacDougall. 
 
   Looking at the missive’s ashes, he shook his head. God, spare me from a woman bent on revenge.
 
   ~#~
 
    
 
   Tears crept into Tom Silverstein’s eyes as he looked upon his ebony-headed son sucking and gurgling at Margaret’s full breast. ‘Twas the loveliest, most heart-warming thing he’d ever witnessed. 
 
   His perfect son, just five days old, had already taken over the household. Everything turned topsy-turvy on his slightest whim. But how long would his self-determination last?
 
   Despite Margaret’s coaxing, Tom had yet to garner the courage to reread the laird of Blackstone’s diary, to look for changes, for Isaac’s predictions. 
 
   Too, he still worried about Beth, regardless of his wife’s assessment of her tenacious spirit. Fifteenth century Scotland had been a brutal place, where pestilence, constant squabbling between chieftains and religious fervor made everyone’s life a misery. Assuming she had survived her arrival, how was she faring under those circumstances? Could she survive long enough to fulfill the prophecy?
 
   He’d tried but couldn’t squelch the deep-seated fear that all he’d been led to believe, to hope for, would prove to be only lore. That nothing would come to pass, nothing would ever change.
 
   “Tom? Are you all right, love?”
 
   He smiled and took his sleeping son from his exhausted wife’s arms. “Aye. Is there anything I can do to help ye get ready?” Today their son would be officially welcomed into their temple, named, and circumcised. 
 
   His wife’s lovely china blue eyes had sunk deep into darkened sockets since his son had set himself to feeding every two hours around the clock, but she smiled and shook her head. “All but yours truly is ready. Can ye keep an eye on him while I change?”
 
   “My pleasure.” 
 
   As he rocked his son, Tom tried to put away his worry. He wanted nothing to overshadow the joy he should be feeling on this blessed event of his son’s naming, yet worry he did, and he picked up the diary. With a shaking hand he then put it down. “Nay, I canna look. Not on this day.”  
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
  
 
   Chapter 25
 
    
 
   The moment Beth keened and collapsed to his chest, Duncan halted the mind games he’d been playing for restraint and exploded deep within the warm confines of his wife’s lithe body.
 
   Holding her close, he inhaled the fresh scent of her hair as it veiled his face. He grinned. His ladywife would no doubt deny it with her dying breath, but the poor wee thing was verra easy to arouse. 
 
   He only had to hold her close and stroke the side of her breast, nibble at the junction of her neck and shoulder, or kiss her softly while playing small circles on her lower back to capture her interest, to make her groan. 
 
   That’s all he need do, but then he did have to catch her first, which was becoming a bit of a problem.
 
   He stroked her small, firm buttocks. “Did ye enjoy?”
 
   “Uh huh.” She nuzzled his neck.
 
   “Good, then can ye kindly explain why I’m having to chase ye to ground every time I want ye?”
 
   He felt rather than heard her laugh. She rose up onto her elbows and ran a hand through her hair to get it off her face.  
 
   The way she tipped her head as she did it sent his blood racing.
 
   “I’ve already explained I’m either already with child or not. And all the tupping in the world at this point will not change that.” 
 
   Duncan snorted. He knew for a fact that some women took a good deal of attention to get with child. Others ye merely had to look at crossways and they were with get. Since he had no idea what kind of woman he had, he intended to be thorough. Verra.
 
   “Besides,”—she crawled off his chest and motioned for him to roll over so she could examine his shoulder—“you should be working the lists, and I should be in the kitchen.” Prodding his new flesh, she murmured, “You’re truly amazing. It’s almost completely healed. Is your shoulder stiff?”
 
   He flexed. “A wee bit.”
 
   She kissed his back. “You can roll back now.” She cuddled into his side. “What will you do should you lose the tournament?”
 
   “I’ll not.” Even the suggestion made his blood run cold.
 
   “Yes, I’ve no doubt. But, God forbid you should lose, what will you do for money—-coins?”
 
   He had hoped she’d not put the two together. “Then I will go to France for a short while.”
 
   “France?” She came up on her elbows to examine his face.
 
   “Aye, I will sell my arm to Louie.”
 
   She blanched lily white. “You’d become a mercenary again, after everything you’ve seen and done?”
 
   “‘Tis nay need to shout.” He brushed the hair from her lovely face. He’d forgotten she’d read part of his diary. He sighed. ‘Twas odd, knowing his writings were of such import they’d been translated. Twice. When she settled on his chest again, he wrapped his arms around her. 
 
   “Ye ken I dinna like it, but will do it again if need be to keep what is mine.”
 
   He felt something warm and wet on his chest and lifted her chin to see her tears. “Hush, ‘twould not be so bad. Ye’d have a free hand here and nay need to fret over me chasing ye with a gleam in my eye.” 
 
   She slapped his stomach. “Do not joke about war, Duncan Angus MacDougall. You could die or be maimed—”
 
   He pressed a finger to her lips. “I’ll not do it again if it upsets ye.”
 
   She settled onto his chest again. “Damn straight, it upsets me.” 
 
   It came as a bit of a shock to realize his wife truly cared for him. Mayhap she’d not leave him after all, even if she couldn’t have a child.
 
   “Beth, what do ye want most in the world?”
 
   She studied his face for a long moment as fresh tears filled her eyes. In answer she kissed him gently on the lips but said no more.  
 
   ~
 
   The next morning, unlike the rest of the clan who cheered and hooted as Duncan and Angus went at each other on the lists, sending the sounds of crashing wood on steel echoing around the bailey, Beth grimaced and silently bit her nails. She sorely regretted suggesting Duncan practice for the tournament. How the men could still laugh and call out obscene taunts as they tried to decapitate each other was beyond her. 
 
   “Dinna fash, my lady,” Flora whispered at her elbow. “Yer man is well-skilled at this. See, he has not been unseated, and Angus is verra strong and wily.”
 
   Making room for Flora at her side, Beth smiled for the first time in hours. “Good morn, Flora.”
 
   “Good morn.” 
 
   Beth’s smile faded into a cringe as Angus’s lance struck her husband’s shield with an ungodly thud and the wood shattered. “Just the thought of him falling and getting trampled by that enormous beast...” 
 
   The massive white Percheron Duncan rode weighed a ton.
 
   Flora shook her head. “Ransom is fond of his master so he willna stomp upon our liege should he be unseated.”
 
   “I pray you’re right.” 
 
   Duncan had told her he’d acquired the animal in France six years ago and swore the stallion was intelligent and the best he’d ever had. 
 
   “I see ye wear thy broach,” Flora whispered.
 
   “Yes, it’s lovely, Flora. I thank ye again.”
 
   “Ye are most welcome. I’ve come to ask if ye would like to see the new woolens Sean’s wife has been weaving. So soft and fine, ‘tis wondrous.” 
 
   “I would love to see it.” Beth had been dying to see what home industries Duncan had at his disposal. Surely, with her twenty-first century perspective, she could come up with something lucrative that would keep him home, keep him from becoming a mercenary again. 
 
   “Then let us go after the men are finished here, my lady. Sean’s wife and the loom are just above the village, there.” Flora pointed toward the hill just to the right of Drasmoor. 
 
   “Yes, and thank you.” 
 
   Flora’s attitude toward her had changed since the banquet. This last week, she’d been pleasant and the first in the hall to assist in readying the mid-day meals. Pleased that Flora had extended her hand in friendship in yet another way, Beth said, “I’ve always wanted to see how a loom works.” 
 
   “Grand. We can cross to Drasmoor with one of the fishermen and be back by mid-day meal.”
 
   As she watched her husband dismount, Beth said, “Thank you for offering to take me.”
 
   “‘Tis my pleasure.”
 
   “Ah, my ladywife!” Duncan pulled his helmet off. His hair was plastered to his head with sweat. “What say ye? Am I fit enough to carry yer token into battle?” 
 
   He was obviously so pleased with his performance she answered, “Aye, my lord. You are a splendiferous example of manhood, if ever I saw one.” And he truly was, gleaming and clanking in armor as he bore down on her in the morning sunlight.
 
   He pulled off his gauntlets and scooped her into his arms.
 
   In a whisper, he asked, “Have I allayed yer fears, woman mine?”
 
   “Aye.” She kissed him soundly, knowing he wouldn’t mind her confirming his prowess before one and all. The clan’s very livelihood and security depended on his ability. Yet she worried. As strong an opponent as Angus was, the Bruce was bigger still. 
 
   Lowering her to the ground, he called to Rachael’s son, “Squire, fetch yer weary knight a drink.”
 
   The skinny lad, twelve, all joints and ears, preened. “Aye, my lord!”
 
   “You ken Rachael will have your skin,” Beth murmured, “if you continue to encourage the boy’s ambitions to knighthood.”
 
   Duncan laughed. “The lad needs learn how to defend himself and Isaac agrees.”
 
   Seeing Rachael’s dour expression out of the corner of her eye, Beth muttered, “Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”
 
   “Ye fash too much, dear lady.”
 
   She rolled her eyes. “Someone around here has to.”
 
   He laughed as Jacob handed him a flagon of ale. After downing it, he called, “Angus, ye sorry excuse for a man, are ye ready for a wee bit of sword play?”
 
   “’Fore ye pick up yon claymore again,” Angus called, “ye’d best go fetch a few brawny men, ye braggart. Ye’ll be needing help walking off the field.”
 
   Duncan laughed and kissed her nose. “Later, wife. I need put that heathen on his back.”
 
   ~#~
 
   Beth and Flora had just taken their seats at the bow of the long boat when they heard, “Halt! Wait!”
 
    Beth wondered why Flora swore under her breath seeing Rachael, flushed scarlet, racing along the quay with a man close on her heels.
 
   “Thank ye,” Rachael gasped as one of the oarsmen helped her in. She tossed her satchel onto the floor. “I feared ye had already left. ‘Tis wee Mary, my lady. Her birthing isna goin’ well.” Pointing to the man at her back, she said, “’Tis her husband, Alex.” The man, unlike Rachael, was deathly pale and obviously close to tears.
 
   Beth nodded to the man. “Hello. What is wrong?”
 
   “I dinna ken, my lady. The midwife wouldna tell me. She just said to summon ye soonest.” As his tears began coursing down his cheeks, Flora blanched.
 
   The oarsmen needed no coaxing to put their backs into every stroke.
 
   Totally out of her element, Beth whispered, “Do either of you know what to do?”
 
   Flora, obviously horrified, shook her head. 
 
   “Mayhap I do,” Rachael whispered, “but if we canna help, then our presence will, at least, be some comfort.” She lowered her voice even farther. “Such a wee thing is Mary. She’s had trouble from the verra first. This be her third babe.” 
 
   As soon as the boat hit the beach everyone tumbled out. With their skirts soaked to the knees, the women raced after Alex.
 
   Beth’s fear that they’d lose sight of him evaporated as a blood-curdling screech rent the air. It came from the second stone cottage before her. 
 
   Rachael entered the small two-room home ahead of her and settled on her knees before a pale, sweat soaked woman on the pallet. “Shh, Mary, ‘twill all be well, dearest.” 
 
   The midwife, though probably only forty, looked a hundred as she whispered in Gael and Rachael translated, “She said ‘tis the shoulders. The head is out but she canna bring forth the rest.”
 
   Beth, easing to the far side of the cot, felt the blood leave her head as she looked between the laboring woman’s shaking legs. The child’s cone shaped head was indeed out, dark and swathed in blood. 
 
   Feeling light-headed, she mentally chided, Get your shit together. This woman needs what little comfort you can offer. Beth knelt, brushed the woman’s russet curls from her face and placed a cool compress on her brow. 
 
   Rachael whispered to the midwife, “Ye have nay choice, mistress. Ye must break the babe’s shoulder or we lose mother and child both.” 
 
   “But I had hoped...”
 
   Rachael shook her head and reached for Mary’s hand and right leg. “My lady, take Mary’s other hand and leg as I.” When Beth had imitated Rachael’s hold, Rachael murmured to the midwife, “Do it, now.”
 
   Tears sprang into Beth eyes as the walls echoed with Wee Mary’s stomach-churning agony. 
 
   Before Beth could think to pray, all went deathly quiet. Beth looked to the midwife. The woman held a stout but silent babe on her forearm. With a well-practiced hand, the midwife swabbed the babe’s face and mouth and then slapped the baby’s feet. Beth’s heart gave a mighty thump when the child, a boy, finally bellowed for all he was worth. The new mother, her arms reaching for the infant, laughed and praised God while Beth silently slid to the floor. 
 
   Excited by the simple prospect of having a child, she’d given no thought to the dangers of birthing in this primitive world. Her fingers instinctively sought her wedding band.
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter 26
 
    
 
   Duncan frowned studying his wife as she sat huddled at the far end of their wee isle with her arms clutched around her bent legs. They’d not tupped in days. 
 
   Wishing Beth hadna witnessed Mary’s birthing was of little use now. More worrisome was her endlessly twisting of her wedding band. 
 
   In a flood of tears, she had told him her people would have sliced wee Mary’s womb and taken the babe, so the babe wouldna have had a damaged arm as he did now. Though he had heard it done when a woman was lost, he had difficulty believing both mother and child could survive such barbaric treatment. But she swore it was true, and he worried even more. 
 
   He knelt behind her and wrapped his arms around her shoulders. Believing he already kenned the answer, he still asked, “Lass, what are ye fashin’ on now?”
 
   Staring at the sea, she leaned back against his chest. “Whisky.”
 
   “Pardon?” 
 
   “Do you know how to make it?”
 
   “I dinna ken the art myself, but Ol’ John does. Why?” If he lived to be one hundred, he wouldna ever understand this woman.
 
   “Whisky will make you rich.”
 
   He chuckled. “Ladywife, ‘tis nay a way in hell John’s wee still will make me a wealthy man.”
 
   “Exactly. You need bigger stills to make more. And some of the whisky needs to be put up in oak barrels and stored for five years, some even twenty.”
 
   Ack! The poor wee thing had gone totally daft from fashing, just as he feared. He stood, lifting her as he did so. “Come, lass, ye need rest.” 
 
   She spun in his arms. “Listen to me. The longer whisky ages, the better it gets. Where I come from and in England, a rich man thinks nothing of paying fifty dollars—-pounds—for a bottle of aged whisky this big.”
 
   His jaw dropped as he studied the small space between her hands. “Ye canna be serious?” 
 
   “Aye, Duncan, I am. As serious as your priest is about his sacraments.”
 
   He expelled a great whoosh of air contemplating the possibilities. He had heard rumors some English were quite fond of the water of life. Of course, he’d not tasted aged whisky because they drank John’s brew as fast as he made it, but... 
 
   Then there was the problem with the land. His wouldna support large crops, but he could negotiate for grain or finished whisky from the lowlanders. He could sell a bit and put away the rest. Too, he’d have to engage in a bit more smuggling, something he’d been reluctant to do of late, but better that then going to France. Hmm. 
 
   “Lass,” he kissed her soundly, “we need go speak with Isaac.”
 
   ~#~
 
   Flora grinned as Beth settled in the boat. “My lady, we’re finally off to Drasmoor.”
 
   Beth nodded. With her husband sequestered with Isaac, Rachael engrossed in mending—-Beth’s idea of purgatory—and the keep in good order, she’d been in sore need of a distraction. “Thank you for suggesting this outing.”
 
   “My pleasure. We shall visit the babe and Wee Mary first, then go to Kari’s cottage and watch her work the Eire loom.”
 
   As they drew closer to Drasmoor Beth asked, “Do you look forward to having children?”
 
   “Nay.” Flora’s gaze shifted out to sea. “I watched my sister die trying to birth and heard too many tales to want such.”
 
   “I’m sorry.” She placed a hand of Flora’s arm. “I hadn’t meant to open wounds.” After a long pause she garnered enough courage to ask, “Is that why you refused the men who have asked for your hand?”
 
   Flora’s brow furrowed. “In part.”
 
   Lost in their own thoughts, they didn’t speak again until the boat beached.
 
   At her cottage door, Wee Mary wobbled a curtsey. “Good day, my lady. And to ye, Mistress Flora.” She ran a worried hand over her plain and spot-stained kirtle. “I hadna expected visitors. Please come in.” 
 
   Beth smiled and handed Mary a basket laden with a beef stew, bread and jam. “I just came by to see how ye fared.”
 
   “Well, thank ye.” With her free hand, Mary waved to the cottage’s one chair. “Set ye and I will fetch ye a drink.”
 
   “Thank ye, but nay. I just wanted to see your beautiful son again.”
 
   The worry in Mary’s face dissolved at the mention of her babe. “Come then.”
 
   Beth’s gaze drifted over the soot-covered rafters, the unadorned whitewashed walls and settled on the wooden cradle in the corner.
 
   The child was wrapped snugly in a woolen blanket so Beth could only make out his face. But such a pretty face he had now, all the swelling and redness had vanished. “Is his shoulder healing?”
 
   She nodded. “We keep him bound but he can now move his hand.”
 
   Beth sent a prayer of thanks heavenward. 
 
   “Would ye like to hold him, my lady?” 
 
   “Umm...” Her fear of possibly hurting the child must have been apparent for Mary chuckled. 
 
   “He willna mind, my lady.”
 
   When the child had been placed in her arms, Beth marveled at how light he felt and how good the infant smelled. “What did you name him?”
 
   “Clyde, after his father’s father.”
 
   The babe chose that moment to open his deep cobalt eyes. When a bubble made him grin, Beth chuckled, “And it’s a pleasure to see you again, too, Master Clyde.”
 
   She rocked him as they chatted about the upcoming tournament. When the child became restless, anxiously alternating between fist chewing and trying to rout at her breast, Beth murmured, “It must be dinner time.”
 
   She handed the baby back to his mother and she and Flora readied to take their leave. At the door Beth said, “Thank you for letting me hold him.”
 
     “Ye are most welcome and come again.” 
 
     As they approached the weaver’s cottage, Flora, who’d been silent during most of their visit with Wee Mary, became animated again. “It takes Kari nigh on a year to make enough cloth for one cotehardie, but ‘tis worth the wait.”
 
   “A year?” 
 
   Beth soon found out why.
 
   Kari’s cottage was much like Mary’s, only in this home a tall, narrow loom that produced eighteen-inch wide cloth occupied the corner by the window.
 
     Kari, a small, middle-aged redhead with a wide grin, told her, “’Twill take twenty-five yards of my wool to make a gown such as ye wear now, my lady.”
 
     “My word.” Beth ran her fingers through the fine warp threads. “Will you show me how you do it?” 
 
   Kari sat on a backless stool before the loom. Beth—knowing she barely had the talent to walk and speak at the same time—gaped as Kari made the shuttle fly across the weave while her foot controlled the vertical threads. Kari then demonstrated how she created patterns. 
 
   “This is amazing.”
 
   “Nay, my lady. ’Tis only a matter of havin’ practice, good eyesight, and a strong back.”
 
   “Do others in the village work a loom?” The beautiful fabric would be highly sought in major cities.
 
   “Nay, some ken how, but this be the only loom.”
 
   “Hmm. Are looms expensive—-dear?”
 
   “Aye, my lady, but another could be crafted by a skilled carpenter.” 
 
   “Wonderful.” She might have found yet another way to garner income for the clan. 
 
   Seeing Flora becoming impatient, she thanked Kari again and said good day.
 
   Outside, Flora asked, “My lady, while we are here, would ye mind if we went to Bryce Burn in yon glen?” She pointed between two nearby hills. “‘Tis only a short walk where I found kale and fern fiddles peeking up last week. They most surely are ready to harvest now. If we hurry, we may even have time to hunt mushrooms.”
 
   “Wonderful.” 
 
   An hour later Beth began to wonder if Flora had lost her way. She could no longer see the smoke from the village chimneys or the harbor thanks to the dense, head-high foliage and young pine.
 
   “Flora,” Beth puffed, “how much further?”
 
   “’Tis just around these boulders, my lady.”
 
   Stumbling over her skirt, Beth muttered, “Thank God,” and continued on, climbing over the myriad of tree roots clinging tenaciously to the steep hillside.
 
   “’Tis here,” Flora said as she came up beside her.
 
   Thirsty, Beth looked about the small, sun-dappled clearing for a brook. “Where’s the burn?” Her gaze shifted from the hard ground to Flora’s stony expression. Inexplicable fear made the fine hair on the back of her neck and arms stand up.
 
   Instinct made her turn to run, only to slam face first into a massive leather chest shield. “Whoa, Lady MacDougall!” Heavily callused hands slapped around each of her wrists like manacles. Mouth agape, Beth stared at the man’s familiar face. She didn’t know his name but did recognize him. The night of the banquet, he’d arrived with the Bruce. 
 
   “FLORA?” 
 
   Flora calmly stared at her as a second and then a third man came into the clearing, and Beth’s fear solidified into fury. She kicked the shins of the man holding her. “Let go of me!”
 
   Her kicking only resulted in bruising her feet, and she sought Flora’s help again. Seeing her new friend backing down the path, realization dawned. Incensed, Beth screeched, “YOU BITCH!”
 
     A gag was forced between her teeth before she could hurl another expletive. Her fury turn to liquid fear when Flora only waved and the two men holding her arms dragged her backward, kicking and crying into the foliage.
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter 27
 
    
 
   “What in bloody hell do ye mean ‘YE LOST HER’?!” 
 
   Flora didn’t have to fabricate her fear or her tears. She’d never beheld such fury in her life. The Laird of Blackstone was beside himself, ready to tear her throat out and only Angus’s sturdy arm kept him at bay.
 
   Good. 
 
   Her brother-by-marriage would now lose everything he held dear just as she had. To keep steady before his wrath, she held tight to the knowledge that he would now feel all the pain and humiliation she lived with every day since realizing he would never take her to wife.
 
   Oh, aye, she knew that her father had offered her hand to Duncan. She’d witnessed her father and Duncan slipping away and had followed. She’d listened from a darkened alcove, curious and hopeful, to their whispered conversation in the library. When Duncan had refused her father’s offer saying he could not marry for grieving, she’d wanted to believe him, though she suspected it was more for the lost child than for Mary, but then she had loved her sister and him. Not a season later, however, she’d been forced to face the humiliating truth—he did not want her—when he married that pathetic nun creature, and then another and another without giving her, a well-connected and rare beauty, so much as a backward glance. That all the marriages had been ordered by Albany mattered not. Duncan had no need for more land, and he knew, had he wanted her, that her father would have done all in his power to see them wed.
 
   That he had convinced her father she should remain trapped within Blackstone, where she’d been forced to face her humiliation daily, only added to her pain and fury. But Duncan sealed his fate the day he further debased her by trying to foist the first of several suitors on her. That he didn’t care if another held her, tupped her, had been the most hurtful insult of all.
 
   Her heart held no pity for him.  
 
   “Answer me, woman!”
 
   “’Twas I said, my lord. She trailed behind me one moment and...was gone the next.” She dropped to her knees, sobbing. “I swear...I dinna ken where she is. I sought her for hours to nay avail.”
 
   Flora could read the disgust and disbelief on his face and did not care. She had accomplished what she’d set out to do six years ago, and had succeeded beyond her wildest dreams. He had lost his heart and his holdings, all in one blessed moment.
 
   “Throw her in the dungeon.” 
 
   Two men grabbed Flora’s arms, much as the Bruce’s men had grabbed Beth, and yanked her to her feet. 
 
   “And she’s not to be given food nor water until Lady Beth is found!”
 
   As the men hauled Flora away, Duncan muttered, “She lies. God damn her soul into perpetuity, she lies.”
 
   To the men before him he ordered, “You two, take ten men apiece and scour the ridges and crags. Report back immediately if you see tracks or find someone who has knowledge of Lady Beth’s whereabouts.” To Jacob he said, “Ready the war horses and armor.”
 
   Rachael appeared at his elbow with a goblet. “Drink this, my liege.”
 
   He took the wine from her hand and tried to swallow, but his throat had closed completely. Tears blurred his vision and he put the goblet down. “I canna lose her, I canna.” 
 
   Isaac patted his back. “We will find her.”
 
   “Ye ken this stinks of the Bruce.” 
 
   “Aye.” 
 
    
 
   ~#~
 
   Beth awoke in a dank, black-as-pitch place. She blinked as she tried to see, and her eyelashes caught on something close to her face. She gasped and something collapsed against her teeth. She cried out. Instinctively she tried to brush it away and realized to her horror she was trussed like a turkey, with her hands and feet bound behind her back. She writhed and screamed, praying all the while that she was having a nightmare. Nothing changed. 
 
   After minutes of struggling, her heart thudded so painfully, she feared she might die. She forced herself to calm. She held her breath, refusing her lung’s demand that she continue to pant. Slowly she exhaled and then eased a lungful of the fetid air back in. Her eyelashes again caught on something, and—now calmer—she realized she wore a hood. A second later, her memory came back to life...Flora leading her into the glen, the Bruce’s men grabbing her, and then one of them slamming a fist into her cheek, rendering her unconscious. Against her will, she started to pant again. 
 
     Oh, God. Please, God help me.  
 
     She opened her mouth to scream. Before it could rip from her parched throat, she heard heavy footsteps. She snapped her jaw shut and listened. The footsteps—out of synchronization, telling her two people approached—grew louder, and then silence.
 
   She nearly jerked when a man’s mirthless chuckle echoed directly above her. 
 
   “Should the lady wake, give her naught.” She recognized the deep voice. It belonged to John the Bruce, who apparently studied her from above.
 
   A different voice, this one gravelly, “Aye, my liege.”
 
   The footsteps, again out of sync, sounded and then grew faint.
 
   She took a deep breath, jerked at her bonds. A second later, fresh air seeped into her mask. Her heart lept with the realization that the hook wasn’t secured around her neck. She shook her head repeatedly, dipping her chin, and was relieved to find she was able to see a glimmer of light.
 
   Her tears flowed as she twisted and squirmed on hard packed dirt, aggravating an already miserable headache, until the mask finally slipped off. 
 
   She took a deep lungful of air, craned her neck and saw damp stonewalls in every direction. She looked toward the light, up through a narrow tube, and saw a metal grate. She was in a bottle necked dungeon. But why?
 
   This cell was larger than Blackstone’s dungeon, could easily have held four big men. The only keep of any size within two days ride of Blackstone was the Bruce’s. It made sense, but she couldn’t be sure. She could have been out cold for an hour or for a day—perhaps two, from the feel of her head—but then she couldn’t be sure. Without windows she couldn’t tell if it was day or night. 
 
   She took a second, deep shuttering breath. “Damn Flora.” 
 
   Her thoughts flew to Duncan. He had to be frantic by now. She hoped he would see through Flora’s duplicity, but there was every possibility he wouldn’t. She hadn’t. Like a naïve fool, she’d blindly followed Flora, thinking her a friend, while picturing sautéed fiddle ferns in a garlic butter sauce. 
 
   A sob wracked her. Beth, you’re too stupid to draw breath!
 
   Her fear that something dreadful—torture or rape—lurked only minutes away gave way to a new, far more compelling terror; that Duncan wouldn’t find her.
 
   What if Flora told Duncan she’d fallen into the sea? He’d search the coast, not his enemy’s keep. What if she’d told Duncan she’d run away? Would Duncan only search the roads? Her heart stuttered...oh God...what if he thought she’d deliberately slipped away from Flora so she could remove his ring and return to her own time? 
 
   The very thought turned her blood to ice, nearly made her ill.
 
   Surely not. 
 
     Surely, he knew she loved him and would never leave without a very good reason—and certainly not without saying goodbye. Her fingers found his ring. Out of habit she spun it, seeking comfort. She rubbed a fingertip across the small cabochon rubies, the first she’d ever worn. Her heart thudded when it slipped over the first joint. 
 
   Good Lord! She could remove it if need be. She had a means of escape.
 
   Her breath hitched as she pressed the ring into place, closer to her heart.
 
   Did Duncan realize how much she loved him even though she hadn’t said so?
 
   Fresh tears made mud along her right jaw as it rested on the floor. Why the hell had she waited to say, “I love you,” wanting him to say it first? And why the hell hadn’t he said it? 
 
   As hour after silent hour passed, she decided she would not—short of dying—slip the ring from her finger. She would face the devil if need be, but had to cling to the hope he would eventually find her. She also resolved that if she did survive, she would declare her love the moment she laid eyes on Duncan’s handsome face. Then she’d swat him—-hard—for putting her through this agony. 
 
     She started to cry again. As another muddy puddle formed under her cheek, she wondered how she could still have tears. She’d not had a drop to drink in what felt like forever.
 
    
 
   ~#~
 
    
 
     Angus pointed to the ground. “Three horses, my lord, one carrying a heavier burden than the rest.” He pointed to a flat, muddy print. “One has foundered.”
 
     They were in Bruce territory. Duncan, sweat running down his back and chest, only nodded and kicked Ransom’s flanks. 
 
     With every step Ransom took, Duncan prayed he’d find Beth safe. He had come to depend on her smile, her gentle hands, even her odd ways. Just knowing she would be at his side, that she’d willingly accept his babe, he’d been able to face all she’d told him of his future. But what if she was truly lost to him? Would he be able to brave his future? He didn’t think so. 
 
   Hell, he wasn’t even sure how much longer he could suck air into his chest if she wasn’t around to breathe the same air. 
 
   Lud, why has this happened? Why hadn’t he seen it coming? 
 
   “My liege, ahead.” Angus pointed above the tree line toward the Bruce’s stronghold.
 
   “Line up four abreast, shields and swords at the ready. Jacob, do ye have any questions or worries?” 
 
   “Nay, my lord.” The lad straightened in the saddle as he sat behind Sean and thudded his chest. 
 
   “‘Tis a brave lad ye are, son.” Satisfied all was in readiness, Duncan said, “Then sound the trumpets. Let the sneaky bastard know we arrive in force like real men.”
 
   ~#~
 
    
 
   “How many?” John the Bruce asked.
 
   “Only twenty, my lord, all mounted.”
 
   “Order double their number around the bailey. Then drop the bridge and bid the MacDougall enter.”
 
   “Aye, my Lord.” 
 
   Finally. 
 
   It had taken ten long years to bring Duncan MacDougall to his knees, but he’d done it. By the next full moon his enemy would have naught but the tunic on his back. No wife, no keep, no lands and no clan.
 
   All would become Bruce holdings, though he had no use for the plain wife. He hoped Lady Beth would die quickly. He might have use for the dungeon if the MacDougall balked.
 
   The Black, looking furious, strode into the Bruce’s hall with his full contingent. 
 
   “John, I dinna want to hear dissembling. I want my wife.”
 
   “Your wife?” John smiled and picked up the tankard at his elbow. “Have ye lost yet another one, MacDougall?”
 
   The Black growled, his hand instinctively moving for his sword. Thirty Bruce men stepped forward drawing their own steel. MacDougall men did the same. 
 
   The Bruce stood and waved his clansmen down. “We’ll have no blood shed over a simple misunderstanding.” 
 
   Standing before an empty hearth, he invited Duncan to sit, motioning toward the high-backed chair next to his own. “I already have a wife, who ye have no doubt heard is doing her verra best to render me wode. Why the hell would I want yer Lady Beth?”
 
     Duncan, ignoring his invitation to sit, growled, “We tracked the men who took her onto your lands.”
 
     “Ye may well have, but they dinna stop here.” He came forward. “MacDougall, think on it. If I had yer woman, would I have let the bridge down?” 
 
     The Black stared at him. “Do ye swear on yer eldest bairn’s head that ye don’t have her?”
 
     The Bruce hesitated for only a heartbeat before saying, “I swear. Now, come and quench ye thirst before ye take leave to search again.”
 
     Duncan almost smiled. The bastard would rue the day he swore that oath. As planned, Duncan made a show of shedding his brilliant blue doublet and hood so all would remember what he wore. “My men need drink, as do our mounts.”
 
     “Of course.” As the Bruce ordered the horses tended and the ale served, Duncan’s men—save Jacob, who had positioned himself near a far doorway—-wandered, clanging and banging around the great hall as they found places among their enemies. On Duncan’s silent command Angus rudely bumped chest-first into one of the Bruce men. Growling, both reached for their dirks. 
 
     When Angus swore at the man, Duncan yelled, “Enough Angus! Stand down.” As he’d hoped, all eyes turned toward the men-at- arms in confrontation. 
 
     The Bruce repeated the command to his own man. 
 
     Within minutes all had settled within the hall though it was painfully apparent none were comfortable. 
 
   ~#~
 
     “Psst!”
 
     Beth forced opened her swollen eyelids, not sure if she’d heard a real voice or one her imagination had conjured out of desperation.
 
     “Psst. Up here, my lady.” 
 
     She rolled onto her back and stared up the shaft. “Jacob?” She started to cry. “Oh, thank God!”
 
   “Sssh!” He looked over his shoulder before addressing her again.
 
   “Move to the side, my lady, so I might drop a blade. Our liege will never forgive me should I kill ye.”
 
   “He’s here?”
 
   “Aye, my lady, but move quickly afore I get caught.” 
 
   Relief and hope jump-started her tears again, but Beth did as she was told. Within a heartbeat she heard the blade’s thump.
 
   She almost laughed seeing Rachael’s silver sgian dubh lying only inches from her nose. When she looked up to ask when Duncan would come, Jacob had disappeared.
 
   Deciding it didn’t matter so long as he knew she was alive, she rolled around until she got the blade into her hands.
 
   Her numb fingers fumbled repeatedly. 
 
   God, please. 
 
   To her relief, she felt the intricate carving of the hilt. She started sawing at the bindings at her back and prayed she wasn’t slitting her own wrists.
 
   ~#~
 
   When Duncan spotted Jacob’s worried countenance peeking around the far doorway, he sent a silent prayer of thanks to heaven—the lad had not been caught snooping below—and put down his tankard. 
 
   “Bruce, I thank ye, but we have imposed on yer hospitality long enough. Given the hour ‘tis best we return to MacDougall land. Say a prayer my lady is somewhere safe.” As if it were an afterthought he added, “And say one for the bastards who took her for they willna see another sunrise once I find them.”
 
   He stood and hit his half-full tankard with the back of his hand. As metal clanged against the stone hearth all eyes turned toward him, and Jacob slid unnoticed back into the room. When the lad thumped a fist to his chest, Duncan’s heart stuttered. The lad had found Beth. Alive. Had he not, he reassured himself, surely the lad would be greeting.
 
   It took all his control to calmly lead his men en mass through the torch lit bailey lined with watchful Bruce men-at-arms and into the stables where their horses waited. 
 
   In a dark corner of the stable Duncan yanked off his doublet and hood and threw it at Angus, who just as quickly jerked off the coiled rope he wore beneath his plaid. 
 
   “Our lady?” he hissed.
 
   Jacob, donning Angus’s cloak, whispered. “The dungeon, m’lord. She’s a woeful sight but alive.”
 
   “Praise God.” Duncan, breast soaked with sweat, then silently pledged to bring The Bruce to his maker at the first opportunity.
 
   He cast a glance at Angus now dressing in his doublet and cape. Rope in hand, Duncan whispered, “Thank ye, lad. Now into Angus’s helm and garb with ye.” 
 
   While Jacob was hoisted onto Angus’s mount, Duncan slipped deeper into the barn’s shadows. He took a deep breath and prayed his men safe as Angus, now hooded and riding Ransom, led his men out into the bailey proper. 
 
   Without a backward glance Angus and the clansmen formed up into a column of three abreast and road out under the raised portcullis.
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter 28
 
    
 
   The minutes felt like hours and the hours like days for Beth as she tried to rub the circulation back into her hands and feet. She started hearing heavy footsteps above her. Praying it was Duncan but not knowing that it was, she hurriedly assumed her trussed position just in case.
 
   When she thought the guard might be peering into her cell, feeling parched and nearly frozen, she pleaded for water and a blanket. 
 
   The man chuckled, “Ah, so ye wake.”
 
   A moment later a bucket of cold, rancid water splashed on her head. As she gasped and fought to keep her freed hands locked behind her and away from the suffocating mask, she was assaulted with a long string of expletives that called hers and Duncan’s paternity into question. 
 
   When the guard left, she ripped the mask from her face, sucked in some much needed air and mumbled a few rich curses of her own. She then realized she didn’t feel the need to cry anymore. She certainly couldn’t credit her lack of tears to courage. No. The peace she now felt came from simply knowing Duncan was close and he’d come as soon as he could. 
 
   She scooted away from the muddy spot she’d been lying in. To pass the time she pictured a calendar in her mind. She counted the days she been Mrs. MacDougall and counted the days since her last menstrual period, something she’d been avoiding since seeing Wee Mary give birth. Thirty-seven. No, that couldn’t be right. Regular as a Swiss timepiece, her cycle ran twenty-eight days. Chewing her bottom lip, she started counting again. 
 
   ~#~
 
   The time passed with interminable slowness while Duncan waited impatiently for the Bruce stronghold to settle for the night. Like Blackstone and the Campbell’s Dunstaffnage keep, this keep’s only obvious entrance was from the bailey. Had he someone to watch his back he might have tried to find the secret entrance, but he hadn’t the luxury and time was fleeing. 
 
   All finally appeared quiet by the time the moon passed the mid-point on its journey across the sky—its cool light cast only on the west and north faces of the battlements. He took a deep breath and slipped from the stable. Keeping to the shadows, he ran for the keep’s covered doorway. 
 
   He pressed the latch. As he’d hoped, the door had been left unlocked for the night guards who’d been coming and going at well-spaced intervals. He pulled it open a few inches and blessed the man who kept the hinges oiled. Hearing no movement in the great hall above and none below where the dungeon lay, he slipped into the keep.
 
   He crept to the lowest level. Assuming the Bruce had captured Beth for ransom, he’d not expected Jacob to find her below. He’d told the lad to look in the dungeon simply to eliminate it. Duncan had fully expected to spend the night searching tower rooms. That he didn’t have to hunt above spoke volumes about the Bruce’s intent—for which he’d pay dearly.
 
   Spying a guard dozing on the bottom step, just feet from the dungeon’s grate, Duncan slowed. Taking one cautious step at a time he stole closer. He then placed his dirk on the man’s throat and pressed. As he’d hoped, the man jerked awake. ‘Twas verra important to him that the cretin know who would take his life.
 
   Grabbing a fist full of hair, he wrenched the man’s head back, glared into his surprised eyes, and sliced. The man gurgled as his life’s blood spewed across the stairwell coating the walls crimson. Spying the keys hanging from a hook above the man, Duncan kicked him forward and off the steps. 
 
   The way clear and the keys in hand, Duncan peeked into the dark hole.
 
   “Psst.” He worked the key into the lock and lifted the well-oiled cover of his wife’s prison. “Beth.” He heard no movement below and the blood drained from his head. 
 
   Please, God, dinna let her be dead. 
 
    
 
   In a voice just above a whisper he called, “For God’s sake, woman, if ye be alive, wake ye.”
 
   She rolled over, opened her eyes and smiled. “It’s about time.”
 
   He grinned for the first time in hours. Lord, she was a wonder. “I need drop a rope to ye. Can ye climb it?”
 
   Crouching, she shook her head. “I don’t know—-ken. I can try.”
 
   “We dinna have time for tryin’.” He tied a loop on one end of the rope before dropping it over the edge. “Stick yer foot in the loop and hold tight.” 
 
   Pulling seven stones dead weight straight up from a depth of twenty feet without jerking or grunting became no easy matter. By the time she was in his arms, he was drenched in sweat.
 
   She threw her arms around his neck the moment she cleared the opening. “Oh, Duncan! I was so afraid I wouldn’t see you again and I wanted you to—”
 
   He kissed her soundly, in relief that she was alive and to hush her up. “Lass, we have much to say to each other, but now isna the time.” He took a tight hold on her hand and started toward the stairs. She gasped and then faltered seeing the guard and pool of blood on the lower steps. He put an arm about her and forced her forward. He then led her on silent feet up the stairs.
 
   He peeked out the bailey door. “When I tug yer hand, we run.” He felt rather than saw Beth nod.
 
   The three-quarter moon lit the north side of the stronghold. Beyond the steep south wall with its boulder footing lay the orchard and within it Angus and their mounts. But first he had to get her up onto the curtain wall where he could throw the rope over one of the crenels and lower her to the ground.
 
   He waited until the guards settled into conversation then jerked her hand. Crouching, they ran to the right and quickly mounted the steps. 
 
   Gaining the top unnoticed, he pulled her close and pointed to the farthest point on the south wall. She nodded. Scurrying past an archer’s quiver, he picked it up. 
 
   Looping one end of the hemp line around the quiver and bracing it against the battlement aperture, he threw the rope over the wall only to see it fall a good four yards short of the ground. He cursed staring at the boulders below. Even grasping the very end of the rope, he’d have to fall a yard. 
 
   He grunted. There wasn’t a thing he could do about lengthening the rope now. His decision made, he glanced at the occupied guards before saying, “On my back, lady, ‘tis time.”
 
   Gaping at him, Beth hissed, “You aren’t serious?” She peeked over the edge. “Ohmygod.”
 
   “Make haste, woman, or all is lost.”
 
   Realizing he was right, Beth threw her arms around his neck and closed her eyes. 
 
   When she opened them seconds later, she wished she hadn’t. Only his hands, wrapped in tartan as they clung to the rope, held them suspended four stories in the air. Then without warning he loosened his hold and the ground came rushing toward her.
 
   Duncan’s feet hit the boulders. He rolled to protect her but she still cracked her head and left shoulder on granite.
 
   Dazed, she struggled to sit. “Are you okay?”
 
   “Aye, but we best—-”
 
   “HALT! Who goes there?” 
 
   A torch suddenly flared above them, then another. Like gargoyles, the silhouetted guards leaned over the battlements as they strained to see into the darkness. 
 
   Before she could gasp in horror, Duncan yanked her to her feet. Holding her to his side, he hauled her at pell-mell speed over the rocks. She bit into her lip to keep from crying out as she twisted an ankle. 
 
   “Halt ye!” The blast of a trumpet and pounding feet echoed off the granite walls at their backs.
 
   Clutching her by the waist, he started running across the clearing. “Hie, now!” 
 
   She thought, “How?” He’d lifted her off her feet as dozens of arrows began raining around their heads. 
 
   With him holding her as he did, she could do little more than breathe and keep her gown out from under his feet as he carried her at a breakneck pace toward the tree line.
 
   Though clouds now masked the moon, he didn’t slow down once they reached the grove, but continued at a dead run down a well-worn path.
 
   She soon understood why. The roar of the drawbridge crashing into place was quickly followed by the sounds of braying hounds and yelling men. Fearing they had only moments left before the howling lymers would run them down, she clung tight to Duncan and prayed. 
 
   The air was then infused with the sent of ripe pears.        An owl screeched and Duncan immediately swung to the right. “This way.”
 
   Was he kidding? Her feet hadn’t hit the ground once in the last three minutes.
 
   “Here!” someone called. 
 
   Duncan immediately dodged around a heavily laden tree. She spotted Angus, mounted, holding Ransom’s reins.
 
   “Hie now,” Angus whispered.
 
   Ransom, agitated by the closing lymers and sounds of impending battle, terrified her as he pranced and snorted in place. Apparently realizing she wasn’t about to get any closer to the beast, Duncan let go of her hand, grabbed Ransom’s reins, and leaped. To her relief, the moment he swung into the saddle, the horse stilled.
 
   “Beth, grab my hand. As I pull, set yer left foot on my boot.” She did as she was told and with one strong tug, he hauled her before him. Before she could settle comfortably, his arm wrapped about her waist like a vice. The hounds had arrived, snapping and growling. To her horror, Ramsom suddenly reared, his from hooves lashing out at everything that moved. Duncan growled, the horse shook his head, and then spun. At the same moment a bank of clouds covered the moon.
 
   As they raced through the orchard and then up a steep incline in total darkness, Beth clung to the saddle’s wide pummel and prayed as she’d never prayed in her life, for her baby, Duncan, Angus, herself, the horse, and for the damn moon to come out of hiding. 
 
   A half-hour later they still hadn’t slowed and she was hoarse from squealing with fright. How they avoided racing headlong into trees or over cliffs she had no idea. Since she could no longer hear the braying hounds, she decided for sanity’s sake to just close her eyes and put her trust in the man at her back. 
 
   If they survived, all well and good, but if they didn’t, she could take comfort in knowing she would go to her Maker with the knowledge her life hadn’t been wasted. She’d loved a good man. Not a necessarily sane one, but a good one.
 
   When she opened her eyes again, it was to find Drasmoor Bay and Blackstone bathed in the pearly glow of dawn. My word! She’d apparently fallen asleep.
 
   “We are home, my lady.” Duncan sounded exhausted.
 
   As she yawned, she shivered. “Aye. ‘Tis something I wasna sure I would ever see again.”
 
   He nuzzled her neck. “Ye be startin’ to sound like a Scot born and bred.” 
 
   She grinned, thinking of the wee Scot deep within her, and her gaze shifted from the place she called home in this time and in her own to the ring that had given her the incredible flesh and blood man holding her. And through him, a baby.
 
     He tipped her chin so he could kiss her. “When I thought ye lost to me...” His eyes started to glaze with tears and he looked down at her wedding ring. He cleared his throat as his fingers brushed its ruby and gold surface. “I never expected to say this to ye, but I love ye, dear Beth, more than yon keep, more than me life.” His voice broke and his Adam’s Apple bobbed. “I dinna want ye to go, to leave me.” 
 
     Her heart soared. “Oh, Duncan.” She twisted so she could touch his beautifully chiseled features. “I’ve loved you for so long and didn’t dare hope you might feel the same. I knew—kenned you were fond of me, but to hear you say you love me...” Pooling tears clouded her vision. “I swear as long as I draw breath this ring will remain on my hand.”
 
     “Ah, Beth.” His kiss told her heart all she wanted to know.
 
     “If ye two cooing doves are quite through...” Angus mumbled. He waved his lord and lady toward home. “...yer clan awaits.”
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter 29
 
    
 
   A small armada of fishing boats accompanied them across the bay. As they approached the isle and Castle Blackstone, Duncan could see precious little room for another body on the quay. His sept cheered as they drew near. 
 
   Isaac and Rachael, both looking haggard, were the first to greet them as they stepped out of the boat.
 
   “Mon ami!” Rachael clasped Beth to her breast then kissed both her cheeks. “I have fashed myself ill. And look at ye. Are ye hurt?”
 
   “Nay, Rachael, just sore from the ride and in desperate need of a bath.”
 
   “Ah, oui.” She shooed people out of her way as she raced to do Beth’s bidding. 
 
   They could barely make headway as the crowd folded back on them, wanting to touch them both. Since Duncan held his lady wife in his left arm, Isaac fell in at his right shoulder.
 
   “‘Tis good ye’re both home, my lord. Auld John has a surprise for ye.”
 
   “Oh?” 
 
   “Aye, it seems he took yer suggestion for whisky to heart and we are now hip deep in the water of life. And I’ve had all I can do to keep the men out of it.”
 
   Duncan laughed. “’Twill be good having only the mundane to fash over for awhile, friend.”
 
   “Good for you, mayhap,” Isaac grumbled. “Ye can wield a sword to get their attention. My tellin’ them I dinna appreciate trippin’ over sotted fools had no effect.” 
 
   “Did ye hear, my lady?” 
 
   Beth turned from Kari’s tearful embrace to face her husband. “Hear what, my lord?”
 
   “Yer whisky venture has begun.”
 
   Her smile widened. “Good, because you’re going to need...”
 
   They’d entered the bailey and a great shout went up cutting off her words. “What?” 
 
   She yelled, “Later! I’ll tell you later!”
 
    
 
   ~#~
 
    
 
   Bathed, shaved, and shampooed, Beth felt like a new woman. Still a bit sore and too tired to fuss with herself, she pulled her hair back into a twist and stuck four elaborate pins into it. She didn’t care if it was inappropriate to walk around bare headed. She was going to be comfortable or know the reason why. 
 
   “The pale green gown will do, Rachael.” Watching her friend shake out the most comfortable gown she owned, Beth would have given anything for her comfy gray sweats.
 
   Rachael hadn’t left her side since she’d entered the keep. It had taken Beth a good ten minutes of back patting to stop her friend’s tears and to allay Rachael’s guilt over underestimating Flora. 
 
   When Duncan knocked then entered, Rachael kissed her once again before leaving. As she passed Duncan, Rachael murmured, “Ye, I have yet to finish with.”
 
   Beth chuckled as he enfolded her in his arms. “What was that about?”
 
   “Ack. She was most displeased when I took Jacob on the raid, and even less pleased when one of the men let loose with the tale of how the lad found ye.”
 
   “Ah.” Just the thought of gold spurns on her only child could get Rachael foaming at the mouth. They’d have no peace around Blackstone for a while.
 
   “Ah, indeed.” He held her at arm’s length for a moment just studying her. “Have I ever told ye how bonnie, how beautiful I find ye?”
 
   Her jaw dropped. “Beautiful? Me?”
 
   “Aye. Ye are most fair about the visage with yer bright gray eyes and sweet full lips. I even fancy the shape of yer nose. Tells all ye are a woman of substance.”
 
   She continued to stare at him, dumbfounded. No one in her twenty-four years and six months had ever called her pretty, much less beautiful.
 
   He pulled her to his chest. “Of course, ye also have a lovely neck.” He nibbled right where he knew the nerves to her knees were somehow connected. As expected, her knees buckled when he hit an especially sensitive spot.
 
   “And then there’s yer lovely white breasts...”
 
   “Duncan...”
 
   “Hmm?” He’d already managed to unlace the back of her gown.
 
   “I think you need ken something.” Given his words of praise, she couldn’t think of a more perfect time to tell him her secret. 
 
   As he slipped the gown from one shoulder and nuzzled again, he mumbled, “What need I ken?”
 
   She lifted his face with both hands. She wanted to see his reaction. “You, my handsome and stalwart husband, are going to be a father.”
 
   “Huh?” 
 
   She grinned at his bemused expression. “Come spring you will be a Da.”
 
   His beautiful steel blue eyes grew wide. “How ken ye? I mean are ye absolutely certain, lass?” 
 
   “Oh, aye, I’m very sure.” She was late, had suffered her first bout of nausea as the sun rose, and then again right before her bath.
 
   “Aye, she says!” His laughter exploded and rolled like barrels falling down a long flight of stairs. He wrapped his arms around her waist and swung her in great circles before kissing her soundly.
 
   Before she could catch her breath his expression shifted to concern. “Why did ye not tell me sooner, love? God teeth! Had I kenned, I’d not have ridden as I had, jolting ye from the Bruce’s to here.” 
 
   She patted his check, loving the concern in his eyes. “I’m fine. Trust me. There wouldn’t be so many illegitimate babes in the world if a ride could so easily dislodge them.”
 
   He continued to scowl but nodded, obviously wanting it to be so. Then a gleam came into his eyes and he stroked the top of her breast. “Would a wee bit of tuppin’ hurt the babe?”
 
   She laughed. And here she’d thought he’d been an avid tupping fan only because he wanted a babe. 
 
   ~ # ~
 
   Duncan scowled at his prisoner as she stood in the bailey before the clan. From betwixt two guards, Flora Campbell glared back, head high and dressed in the gown she’d worn when thrown in the dungeon. Why, he wondered, had he acquiesced to Beth’s plea to give the damn woman food and water? 
 
     “My lady has begged for yer life, though why I dinna ken. So it is by her good graces and not mine—-for I would have hung ye from the nearest mast—that ye will be sent back to yer sire in chains. Ye will be transported not by sea but by land, so all the world can see as ye pass what a foul, lying bitch ye be.”
 
   His guards had reported her ravings. She’d done all to avenge his refusal to marry her. That she swore she would gladly do worse if given the opportunity made hid blood boil. Now she wisely remained mute.
 
   He kicked the cloth bag at her feet. “That is what ye came with and all ye take away.” The elaborate gowns she favored—and he had foolishly had made for her—would remain at Blackstone, where they would be appreciated.
 
   He turned Beth toward the keep and ordered, “Take Lady Campbell away, out of my fair lady’s sight.” 
 
   As he passed Angus he murmured, “Is all in readiness?”
 
   Casting a wary eye toward Beth, Angus said, “Aye.”
 
   Tomorrow the Bruce would awaken to find fields afire, his kine and favorite child gone. No man should blatantly lie and then swear it true on his child’s head.
 
   The lad would not be harmed, but ransomed. Coffers emptied, the Bruce would be hard pressed to feed his sept, let alone pay his taxes, something Albany will not find amusing. Then in two weeks time he would humiliate the bastard before one and all. 
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter 30
 
    
 
   Much to Duncan’s chagrin, Beth had insisted on accompanying him to Sterling, the sight of the tournament. Beth’s argument—-that she’d be safer with him then alone in a half-guarded keep—-prompted him to give way, but they’d traveled slow and with as many creature comforts as his sumpters could haul without expiring.
 
   If not for needing to humiliate the Bruce in public, Duncan would have remained at Blackstone. He didna need coin since capturing the Bruce lad, and had no desire to participate in a spectacle hailed as a tribute to their rightful King when Albany had yet to ransom the poor lad from Sassenach hands. 
 
   Looking at the tournament site, Beth excitedly pointed to the hundreds of colorful banners and tents scattered for miles around the jousting fields. “Oh, look! Are they the King’s tents, the ones with the lion pennants? 
 
     “Aye, but ‘tis Albany.” Which posed a major problem. His ladywife was not the bride—-the King’s cousin—Albany had insisted he marry. Beth, curious to a fault, would want to experience all, and he had yet to ken how he’d keep her from Albany’s view.
 
   “There must be thousands here. Where will we make camp?”
 
   Cradling her to his chest, he kicked his mount forward. “We settle wherever we find room.” The early arrivals had seized the choicest places, which was just as well. 
 
   She pointed toward a distant hill. “Over there near the grove-—copse. We’ll have shade, at least.”
 
   He grinned. ‘Twas a good place and a healthy distance from Albany and the Bruce, a man currently in a sore state of mind, having paid dearly for his son’s return. “So be it, my lady.” 
 
   An hour later they had the rudiments of a home-away-from-home set up. Beth, looking a bit hollow-eyed, kissed him. “I need to rest. Can you ask Rachael to assume my duties for a wee bit?”
 
   “Of course.” He shooed her toward the tent. “While ye sleep I will be yon.” He pointed to the elaborate tent near the jousting field. “I need learn the order of events.”
 
   “Be careful.” 
 
   She kenned the Bruce was now out for blood. “Aye, and ye, as well. Keep Sean in view at all times.”
 
   “I promise.”
 
   As he made his way through the throng he was hailed by many and stopped repeatedly. 
 
   Seeing his old liege lord the Campbell, Duncan—out of old habit—thumped his chest in greeting. “Sir, how go ye?” 
 
   “I could be better. These weary bones have been paired with the MacDonald.” He looked about warily before adding, “I have taken Flora to task, MacDougall.” He cleared his throat as his already florid countenance heightened in hue. “I apologize to ye for the harm my daughter brought to yer hostile.” 
 
   Duncan kenned his friend had naught to do with Flora’s scheme. “‘Tis over. All ended well for my ladywife is still with child.”
 
   “’Tis good to hear. I hoped to visit with her one day.”
 
   “You will. Beth is with me.” He grinned at Campbell’s startled expression. Hoping it would ease the old man’s mind, he muttered, “‘Twas wiser to give in to her luste than listen to her complaints.” 
 
   Campbell sighed in sad fashion. “‘Tis often the way, if a man wants any peace.”
 
   “Aye, especially if the woman is as ox-minded as Beth.” Seeing Isaac already in the long line before the Mistress of the Lists, Duncan felt no urgency to leave. “’Twould be an honor if ye’ll come to meat this night.” Getting ready for a guest would keep Beth occupied and out of sight. Seeing his old friend shake his head, he added, “She harbors nay ill will, Campbell.” 
 
   “If that be the truth, then I will come.”
 
   Grinning, Duncan slapped the old man’s shoulder. “Splendid. But I must warn ye, though Lady Beth is learning, our ways are new to her. She often speaks verra quick and odd. Dinna hesitate to ask her to repeat herself. I need do it as often as six times a day. Makes it damn difficult to have a good row.”
 
   The Campbell grinned. “Ye’ve not changed. Ye are still a fool.”
 
   “Nay, ‘tis the making up that spurs me on.”
 
   The Campbell laughed. “Tonight then. Now, away with ye.”
 
   A moment later the hairs on the back of Duncan’s neck stood. Feeling eyes boring into his back, he turned to find the Bruce ten paces away.
 
   He nodded. “Bruce.”
 
   “MacDougall, I hereby issue a challenge.”
 
   “Accepted.” Did his enemy fear they might not face off in the finals? Interesting.
 
   The Bruce, now a thousand pounds sterling poorer, glared as he spit, “Put yer matters in order for in three days time ye die.”
 
   Duncan’s lip curled. “Yer arrogance and ambition willna be the death of me, ye bastard, but of thyself.” He turned his back and stalked away. In only moments he could hear a buzz, a tense anticipation of the impending challenge moving through crowd. 
 
   His ladywife wouldna be impressed.
 
    
 
   ~ # ~
 
   “Are you out of your mind?” Beth paced before her husband who wisely or stubbornly remained mute as he sharpened the metal point of his lance. She cast a quick glance at Jacob, who—looking decidedly uncomfortable—tried to make himself invisible in the far corner of their tent as he studiously polished armor. 
 
   Knowing their tent walls offered no sound barrier—-that all they said would soon spread through the clan anyway—Beth dismissed the youngster’s presence from her mind and directed her ire back where it belonged. Toward her husband.
 
     “You could be killed!” Instinctively she placed a hand on her swelling abdomen. “And if you are, then what? Do I point to your portrait—-which, I might add, is dreadful—and tell your son, ‘That was your father. As best I can recall, you favor him’? Merciful Mother of God!” 
 
   When he refused to look at her, she screeched in frustration and left in search of a saner head. Namely Isaac’s. Surely her husband’s advisor could talk some sense into her stubborn husband.
 
   Ten minutes later, and witnessing no less than a dozen people placing wagers on the upcoming challenge, she found Rachael.
 
   Hands on hips she demanded, “Where’s Isaac?”
 
   “And a pleasant good afternoon to ye, as well.” Rachael put down the shawl she was embroidering for Jacob’s upcoming Bar Mitzvah. “What has yer man done now? Surely he’s not ordered ye back to Blackstone?”
 
   “Nay. That fool I married has accepted a challenge from the Bruce. If I can’t stop him, I want to be sure he at least left a will.”
 
   Rachael stood and wrapped an arm around Beth. “Mon ami, even if ye do find an honorable retreat, yer husband willna take it. He had plans to issue a challenge on the morrow himself.”
 
   The revelation knocked the wind out of Beth and she dropped like a stone onto a nearby trunk. “Why? I suffered no permanent damage. He has the Bruce’s money.” Tears began to cloud her vision. “We have a child on the way. What does he have to gain besides an early death?” 
 
   “His pride.” Rachael settled before her and clutched her hands. “Mon ami, is it so different in yer world? Do men not have to humilier—humble their l’ennemi before all whom they hold dear?”
 
   “He’s already done it!” Tears coursed down her cheeks. 
 
   Duncan had stolen the Bruce’s son right from under the man’s nose. Wasn’t that enough?
 
   “Ye ken the Bruce and our liege have both held quiet about what transpired these past weeks, being uncertain how Albany would take their hostilities so close to the games, but the tale has still spread among the clans. Some believe the Bruce will attack after all this.” She waved toward the hundreds of tents surrounding them. “Your husband must prove he is the stronger, the best, or all ye have becomes vulnerable to all those wishing to expand their holdings. Yer husband canna appear weak or men will die.”
 
   Beth didn’t want to believe it, but she’d seen the gleam in some men’s eyes as they placed their bets against her husband. 
 
   “Yer time, mon ami, would be better spent convincing yer husband that he is without peer than in trying to convince mine that this is madness.” 
 
   Beth heaved a heavy sigh, knowing Rachael probably had the right of it. She had little understanding and even less influence over Duncan when it came to matters of clan politics.
 
   She’d been appalled learning Duncan had stolen the Bruce’s heir, a lad of only eight, and had done everything in her power to comfort the boy until his father could claim him. That Duncan had also been kind to the child, had played darts and read to the boy, helped little in eradicating her guilt over being the cause of such vengeful feuding. Had she been more alert, less gullible, Flora never would have had the opportunity to lead her into a trap and set Duncan on this path of revenge. 
 
   The fires the MacDougall clan started on Bruce land she refused to think about. She couldn’t imagine the angst the Bruce women felt watching their lives’ work—-their homes, handmade furniture, and crops—going up in smoke. She thanked God nightly that no lives were lost. That the Bruce clan still had some resources to get through the upcoming winter—-but just barely—-brought little comfort. She was sure possessions were lost in the fires that could never be replaced.
 
   She heaved a heavy sigh and brushed away her tears. “Since there’s nothing I can do to stop my idiotic husband, I suppose I should start getting ready for the Campbell’s arrival.”
 
   “Take heart, mon ami. You have a courageous and strong man who’ll not take any unnecessary chances.”
 
   Beth snorted. Everything Duncan planned for the next week was—to her mind—totally unnecessary and chancy.
 
   ~ # ~
 
   In the gallery, wedged between the Campbell and her best friend, Beth prayed. Her heart tripped as Duncan, decked out in his finest armor—-carrying his gleaming red and gold shield with his family coat of arms on his left arm and his red lance with its potentially fatal steel tip glistening in his right—rode into the long makeshift arena to face his enemy.
 
     Her gaze instinctively flew to the opposite end of the lists, her heart hoping to find the Bruce smaller—-frailer—than she recalled. But the man was as she remembered; only more lethal-looking dressed in dark armor. To her dismay, she saw the Bruce’s mount was dressed not in trapper—chain mail—from head to tail as Duncan’s horse was, but in metal plate. The enormous black warhorse looked like something out of a futuristic movie. 
 
   Rachael tugged on her hand and Beth turned to find Duncan smiling at her. As the Bruce’s herald started touting his lord’s prowess, Rachael whispered, “Blow your husband a kiss, mon ami. ‘Tis what his heart needs.” 
 
   “Aye.” With tears in her eyes and a pounding heart, Beth brought shaking fingers to her lips and blew Duncan a kiss. She then whispered, “I love you. God’s speed.”
 
   To her monumental relief he understood and mouthed, “I love ye,” in return.
 
     In what seemed like only the time between two heartbeats, trumpet blasted. The crowd roared as the warring titan’s dropped their visors, and the horses reared, and then charged. 
 
   Beth held her breath as their lances struck wood. Her heart nearly stopped when Duncan’s shield, absorbing the impact of the Bruce’s strike, split in two. Her worries multiplied as Duncan shucked the steel band that once held his shield and turned his mount at the opposite end of the arena.
 
   Beth leaned over the rail. At the opposite end of the field, the Bruce’s shield, though severely damaged, still clung to his left arm. 
 
   She frantically scoured the crowd for MacDougall men. “Where’s Angus? Why isn’t he bringing Duncan another shield?”
 
   Duncan’s shoulder had barely healed. He couldn’t take a hit to that shoulder. She desperately wished she could see his face, read his expression, know if he was in pain.
 
     The Campbell pulled her back to her seat. “Lady Beth, ‘tis aught his men can do. Duncan must continue as armed or forfeit.”
 
     “NAY!” 
 
     Blood drained from her head and the world began to spin. She felt Rachael’s hand grab her waist. 
 
     “Beth, can you hear me?”
 
     She opened her eyes. “Ya.” She pushed away the chalice the Campbell held to her lips and blinked repeatedly. “I’m okay—well.” She straightened in her chair. As the field became clearer, she began to make out the faces within the crowd before her. They all stood and roared once again.  
 
                  ~ # ~
 
   “To win or die!” Duncan roared as he kicked Ramsom’s flanks. His warhorse snorted, his blood as fired as his master’s. He let loose the reins and braced his legs in the stirrups.
 
     He had little doubt the Bruce would strike low this time, hoping to gut him with a blow under the breastplate. He rode upright, waiting until the last possible moment—-until it would be nigh onto impossible for the Bruce to alter his aim—-then dropped over his horse’s neck. 
 
     Driving his mount to the rail with his legs, Duncan gritted his teeth and raised his lance. 
 
     The impact, squarely hitting the Bruce’s right shoulder, nearly unseated Duncan. The crowd’s roar made it impossible for him to hear—-to know if the Bruce had remained seated. As his mount slowed, he twisted in the saddle to find the Bruce on his back in the middle of the list, covered in dust and with two feet of lance sticking out of his chest. Immeasurable joy flooded him. The bastard was completely at his mercy. 
 
      Immediately, he threw down the remains of his lance, reined in and turned his horse around. When his agitated mount finally stopped prancing, Duncan swung his right leg over the high pommel and slid to the ground. He landed with an ungainly thud, drew his short broadsword, and approached the Bruce. 
 
     Standing over his enemy, Duncan placed his sword tip on his enemy’s throat. The crowd roared.
 
   Beneath the Bruce’s slotted helmet, Duncan saw fear then resignation register within his enemy’s clear blue eyes. He smiled. Using his sword point, he raised the Bruce’s faceplate. 
 
   “Aye, ye bloody bastard, now ye pay.” 
 
   Chest heaving, Duncan glanced at the blood seeping around the wooden staff impaling the Bruce’s armor. He’d struck well and deep. 
 
   Duncan, having been challenged, now had the right to end his enemy’s life. John the Bruce, had he had the advantage, would certainly have pressed his sword against Duncan’s throat without a moment’s hesitation, yet Duncan did hesitate. 
 
   He looked at Albany, draped in the finest his taxes could buy, and found him smirking. He scanned the crowd, all now standing and screaming for blood. He then searched of Beth. He found her—staring wide-eyed and white-faced at him, with one hand on her lips and the other on their unborn child. His lips tightened into a hard line, his anger renewed.
 
   The crowd erupted again, roaring, “To the death! To the death!”
 
   He had to act. Fulfill his need for revenge and destroy his enemy once and for all, earning the admiration of his clansmen and his allies or drop his sword. He looked at Beth once again wanting her admiration and respect more. 
 
   He prayed he wasn’t making a monumental mistake as he pressed his blade’s tip into the hollow of John’s neck. “I spare ye, Bruce, and only for yer sons, but should ye or any of yer sept ever again dare step foot uninvited onto MacDougall land, I promise ye, they and ye will regret it. Do we ken one another?” 
 
   When John nodded, Duncan dropped his sword. Many in the crowd hissed and booed but others cheered as he knelt on one knee and closed his fingers over John’s right hand. “‘Tis done then. The past is past.” 
 
   His blood lust now drained away, Duncan looked up to find Angus racing toward him. He accepted Angus’s help and struggled to his feet. As he made his way to his horse, Bruce clansmen raced onto the field to retrieve their fallen leader.
 
   Over the roaring, Angus yelled, “Ye did well, Duncan.”
 
   Unsure, he muttered, “Tell that to my ladywife.” 
 
   ~ # ~
 
   Entering Sterling Castle’s touchier lit great hall, Beth began praying in earnest that Duncan and Isaac were right; that Albany wouldn’t know Katherine LeBeau Demont—his great niece and the King’s cousin—from a hole in the ground. To keep from turning tale and running, she ran sweating palms down the front of her gown while Duncan assessed the crowd. 
 
   “This way, my lady,” Duncan murmured, drawing her to the right and keeping to the back of the hall. “We should be able to hover unnoticed.” 
 
   Beth’s eyes rolled. “You can’t be serious? You stand a full head taller than most in the room. The minute Albany looks this way, he’ll spy you.” And with you, me, she thought dejectedly. God help us all.
 
   Having won the final prizes, Duncan had no choice but to be present at Albany’s evening entertainments. When Beth had also been summoned, Duncan, Isaac, and Rachael had done their hurried best to prepare her for the inquisition she was sure to face. But would it be enough? Could she pass Albany’s scrutiny? Hoping Albany would be well into his cup by the time she had to stand before him, she mentally rehearsed all Rachael’s edicts; when to curtsey, when to smile, which two fingers she was to use when eating meat, which two for eating fruit, and most importantly her three well-rehearsed responses to any questions. 
 
   They’d decided she should appear excessively shy and dependent on Duncan. Under those circumstances, it would appear more natural for him to deflect questions and answer for her. Should Albany question her directly, she would then depend on Duncan to cue her into the appropriate response by winking, squeezing her hand, elbow or waist. Their survival depended on remaining in contact, never separating. That and keeping as low a profile as possible until they could escape.
 
   No easy task considering Duncan’s height and the ten pounds of headgear and the voluminous peacock colored gown she wore. Rachael had really gone over the top getting her ready for her first royal audience. 
 
   “Ah, here ye be!” a redheaded man greeted them. “His grace has been asking after ye.” Smiling at Beth, he said, “Ye must be Lady MacDougall.”
 
   Duncan introduced the man as Robbie Stewart. Mutely, Beth smiled, curtseyed, and held out her right hand. As Stewart bowed over her hand, Duncan asked, “Is he in a fair mindset?”
 
   “Aye, very. The Campbell was not only routed but ye came out the winner. Too, there were few squabbles amongst the septs. None, at least, that caused disruption. And ye? How are ye feeling after winning?”
 
   Duncan grinned. “Relieved and a few pounds wealthier.” 
 
   “More than a few, my friend. Have ye seen the chalice?” When Duncan shook his head, Robbie said, “Come.”
 
   “Aye, but let me settle my ladywife first. I will join ye later.”
 
   “Nonsense! His Grace has been anxious to see yer lady as well. Come, the pair of ye.”
 
   As Robbie made a path for them through the milling chieftains and their ladies, Duncan clasped Beth’s shaking hand and whispered, “Remember, Albany has not seen his niece since childhood.”
 
   Swallowing down a sudden swell of nausea, Beth nodded. By the time she stood before the ruler of Scotland, she couldn’t keep her knees from knocking together. Keeping one hand on Duncan’s arm, Beth dropped into a deep curtsey. She would have gladly stayed in that position—-with her face averted—-for the rest of the night had she been given the option, but Albany chuckled and took her hand. Rising, she did her best to smile.
 
   Albany said something—-what, she hadn’t a clue—-and Duncan responded for her. When Albany said something else, Duncan squeezed her hand. She felt heat rising in her face as she mumbled in French that she was pleased to see him again, as well, after all these years. 
 
   Duncan chuckled as Albany again addressed her. She looked to Duncan for help and he winked. She took a deep breath, tucked her chin, and murmured “Oui, tres honoree oncle.”
 
   Albany laughed. 
 
   Relieved her response apparently pleased Albany, Beth dared to glance up and study the man who held their lives in his hands. 
 
   Not a large man, Albany was handsome and clean-shaven. Had he been dressed in a three-piece suit and dropped onto Wall Street, anyone passing Albany would assume from his piercing blue eyes, bearing, and gestures that he was a man of importance. Dressed as he was in an ermine lined coat of red and green silk with its dagges—-an irregular pointed hem with all the requisite little brass bells—a tall ermine trimmed hat, heavy brass girdle, and long pointed shoes, he looked for all the world to Beth like a court jester. But then, so did most of the men surrounding her.
 
   Thank heaven her husband had better sense. Though it may have simply been his lack of funds that curbed his desire to dress as the other men did, she found his simpler garb and the drape of MacDougall plaid far more appealing. 
 
   Her thoughts of how handsome she found her husband must have shown on her face for Duncan, smiling, leaned down and whispered in her ear, “He says you find marriage to your liking.” 
 
   Beth cast her gaze to the floor as heat flashed across her cheeks. She didn’t dare look at her supposed uncle. 
 
   Duncan whispered, “Shall I tell him of our glad tidings and that ye be tiring, so we can escape?”
 
   Beth cast a quick glance toward Albany before shyly turning her face into Duncan’s sleeve. She nodded.
 
   The news of their impeding child was greeted with more laughter and congratulatory backslapping before Albany reached for her hand. He surprised her by kissing her cheek. She hoped it was her imagination when she saw his eyes narrow slightly. He then murmured something in Gael. Clueless, Beth bit her bottom lip and tried to smile. 
 
   When Duncan squeezed her elbow and waist, she froze. Two responses were required. God help her. She dipped into a curtsey and decided to say thank you before reciting—in French—it was a pleasure speaking with him and to wish him good night. As she straightened, she saw Albany no longer smiled. Staring at her beneath furrowed brows, he asked her a pointed question in Gael. 
 
   Duncan jerked her to his sided with a possessive arm. Startled, she looked up and found his eyes narrowed, his jaw muscles twitching, and his lips compressed into a thin hard line. The blood immediately drained from her head.
 
   Oh God! What did I do wrong? 
 
   Just as her knees began to give way and as Duncan’s chest expanded and his free hand reached for the hilt of his dirk, John the Campbell, laughing and backslapping, stepped into the breach.
 
   She couldn’t hear what he said, what with the blood pounding in her ears. As John continued to speak, Duncan scooped her into his arms and carried her out of the great hall and into Sterling Castle’s torch lit bailey. 
 
     “Be ye well, Beth?” Duncan features had taken on sharp edges as he settled on a low stonewall. “Ye look about to pass dead away.” 
 
      John Campbell and Angus rushed toward them as she nodded. “Aye...but what happened in there?”
 
     John Campbell answered. “His Grace asked why ye dinna ken Gael and no longer had blue eyes.”
 
     Beth’s stomach heaved. “Oh.”
 
     “Dinna fash, love. ‘Tis well, now.” Duncan looked at his old liege lord. “Why did ye lie to Albany for us, John? Why did ye say ye kenned Beth from the past?” 
 
     The Campbell cast a wary glance about the bailey. “Three years past I was sent to check on Lady Katherine’s holdings. Albany feared she—being only three and ten at the time, couldna keep that lowlander Demont in hand.” He grinned. “I discovered a shrew. The lady was of fair visage but had a wasp’s tail for a tongue. Demont, on the other hand, was ill, cowered, and oft times sotted.
 
   “‘Twasna long after I made my report to Albany that Demont conveniently died and Lady Katherine was shipped off to France until a new husband could be found for her. One who could control her, her dowered lands, and now those of her husband’s estate.” John clapped Duncan on the shoulder. “The moment I saw fair Lady Beth in yon tent, I kenned she was not the woman ye were ordered to marry.” 
 
   “So why did ye tell Albany Beth was the Stuart lass?”
 
   The laird of Dunstaffnage shrugged. “Who is alive to naysay me? Her parents are dead. She had so siblings. No one of import—save myself and her departed spouse—has even seen her since the age of six.”
 
   Angus murmured, “So one of the women we buried that night was Lady Katherine Demont.” 
 
   Seeing the Campbell’s eyes widen, Duncan told the Campbell about the night he found Beth. He then made a mental note to write to the abbess as soon as possible and reassure her he had the names of the dead women with Lady Katherine. “John, ye’ll hang if—”
 
   “Ssh!” The Campbell clamped a firm hand on Duncan’s shoulder. “Just keep ye ladywife away from Stewart holdings where they might kenned Lady Katherine.”
 
   “But why—”
 
   “Mayhap I did it because ye’ve been like a son to me, Duncan. Ye treated my Mary fair, and ye didna smote Flora, though ye had every right.” The Campbell then brought Beth’s hand to his lips and winked. “Or mayhap I did it because I am most smitten with yer ladywife’s odd ways.”
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter 31
 
    
 
   “Take it off,” Beth pleaded, tightening the death grip she already had on his hand. “Now, damn it!” 
 
   “Aye, my love, my pet, in a wee minute.” 
 
   Sick to his stomach, Duncan cast worried glances toward Rachael and the mid-wife. ‘Twas the tenth time his ladywife had demanded he slip the ring from her finger in as many minutes. 
 
   “Is all well?” he demanded of the women tending Beth.
 
   Both women nodded. Rachael placed a cool compress on Beth’s brow. “Aye, my lord. Actually, she is doing verra well. The babe should be here momentarily.”
 
   “Don’t believe them,” Beth hissed through clenched teeth. She tried to roll onto her back again, but he gently held her on her side as the mid-wife had ordered.
 
   “Hush, dearest, hush, ‘tis almost over.” Leastwise, he prayed it so. 
 
   Why in God’s name had he allowed Beth to talk him into this? A husband’s place during a birthing was pacing the great hall or out on the lists. Not here, where her every tear and cry rent his heart to shreds. ‘Tis barbaric, this custom of hers!
 
   Watching Beth grimace yet again, he wanted out so badly he would have given his sword arm to escape. But he’d promised to see her through, and so he would. “Ye are the bravest, lass.” 
 
   “Duncan, if you ever want to see the light of day again, you’ll take...OOOW!” Beth’s face contorted into a frightful grimace.
 
   The midwife popped up from between Beth’s legs. “That’s right, my lady, push!”
 
   As Beth’s nails dung deeper into his flesh and her face turn fuchsia, his worry turned to panic. “What is—”
 
   Rachael placed a hand on his shoulder, “’Tis well, my lord, the head is here.” To Beth she said, “A deep breath, mon ami, and push!”
 
   Beth growled, and the midwife crooned, “‘Tis well done, lass; now pant.” 
 
   Rachael started panting so Duncan started as well. Sweat-soaked, Beth locked her gaze on his and followed suit.
 
   “Lass, have I told ye how much I love ye?”
 
   Before she could answer the midwife coaxed, “Now one deep breath. That’s the lass. Now push! One more grand push, and ‘tis done.” 
 
   Apparently the promise was all Beth needed. She gritted her teeth and bore down for all she was worth.
 
   In a heartbeat she heaved a great sigh and relaxed in his arms. When a strident cry suddenly filled the solar, he released the breath he’d been holding and laughed. 
 
   He’d never felt such relief in his life. His Beth had labored, given birth, and was still alive. 
 
   He brushed the sweat from her brow and kissed her. “I love ye beyond all words.”
 
   With her eyes still closed, she smiled. “You’d better.”
 
   “My lord.” The midwife chuckled as she held up a plump, furious, red-faced babe for his perusal. “Ye have a bonnie son.”
 
   “A son.” His heart swelled to near bursting as he looked upon his handsome heir. ‘Twas a miracle. 
 
   He pressed his forehead to his wife’s and whispered, “Ye saved my soul, my beloved Beth.”
 
   She stroked his cheek. “Nay, my love, you did it yourself.”
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Epilogue
 
    
 
   “Enough, Tom. Sit!” 
 
   Margaret Silverstein had waited long enough. Bone weary of watching her husband pace and equally tired of fashing about her beautiful son’s future, she would learn—here and now—if she could dream for her child or not. Would he have the freedom to follow his heart into medicine or perhaps music, or would her child be trapped in this wee village like his predecessors until the day he died?
 
   She handed Tom their Laird’s diary. “Open it, husband. I’ll not wait another moment, let alone another day.”
 
   Tom nodded, kenning she had the right of it. Beth had never been found and the ghost and the ring had not returned. He had put off reading the diary for long enough. 
 
   His hands shook as he turned the key in the bronze lock and lifted the ancient wooden cover.
 
   The laird’s bold strokes appeared unchanged from the last he’d seen them and his heart sank. 
 
   Kneeling before him with their son clutched to her breast, Margaret whispered, “Turn to the last entry that Isaac had made, love. The one describing the Laird’s death from the infection.”
 
   “Aye.” He carefully turned the frail pages one after the other, needing only to scan for he had the words memorized and then he stopped. He read for a moment and choked on a sob.
 
   “What? Tom, for heaven’s sake! What does it say?”
 
   Tears streamed down his face as he handed her the ancient tome. An unfamiliar script in fading ink covered the last page.
 
   Let it be known that on this day, the sixth day of April in the year of our Lord one thousand four hundred and nine, was born a healthy son, Duncan Thomas MacDougall, to Lady Katherine Elizabeth and Duncan Angus MacDougall, Laird of the clan MacDougall, Blackstone Castle, Scotland.
 
   Katherine Elizabeth MacDougall Pudding MacDougall
 
   PS: Love blooms. Give Margaret and the babe a kiss for me.
 
   Speechless, Margaret reached for Tom’s hand. A plain woman with a great need and capacity for love had finally broken the curse that had shaped their lives. 
 
   Her love had set them all free.           
 
    
 
    
 
   The End
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   Chapter One
 
    
 
   Celina Davenport looked out at the dark sky, the even darker ocean on her right, and the track of highway flying under the belly of the Porsche. The high pressure sodium freeway lights and the stars shining overhead did nothing to reassure her. The all-consuming view was like a sci-fi movie when the starship hit warp speed and the stars turned into streaks of light. 
 
   Warp speed. Her mind was flying in tandem with the car. This was no sci-fi movie. Weirdville, yes, but still planet Earth and still part of her job. 
 
   What awaited her on the other end of this crazy ride was either death at Emilio Londano’s hands or the successful end to her first undercover case. A year out of the academy, she’d managed to stay alive so far, due more to her wits than her training. Spending the past two months with the head of the San Diego mafia had taught her more than her training at Quantico ever could. More about flirting with danger while never losing sight of her goal. 
 
   At that moment, odds weren’t in her favor that she’d live to see the sunrise only a few hours away.
 
   Time to do something about those odds.
 
   Taking a discreet deep breath, she turned her big, brown eyes to her companion. In the light from the dashboard, Emilio caught and held her gaze. He loved her eyes. Loved her petite frame with its Cuban curves. 
 
   He smiled. The cat about to eat the canary. 
 
   She gave him a full-on, sexy smile back. The canary about to become the tiger. 
 
   Emilio Londano was a man too handsome for his own good. His Latin roots were evident in every hair, every smile, every polite command. His predictable self-confidence came with a self-deprecating charm. The power he held in every pocket of his skin overcame any and all resistance. 
 
   No one, man nor woman, said no to him. The legions of employees he directed, from his drug cartel to his housekeeping staff, were more than happy to make Emilio happy. His generous philanthropy and good citizenship wooed the everyday world of executives who clamored to do business with him through his legitimate organizations while they recruited him to be on their community boards. 
 
   The man driving Celina into the dark sleeve of the night was irresistible. 
 
   But so was she. 
 
   He had flirted, charmed, and tried to seduce her for the past two months. She had flirted, charmed, and seduced in return, stopping short of sleeping with him. That she would not do, not only because it would effectively destroy her job as an FBI agent, but because even handsome, charming criminals made her skin crawl. While Emilio and his lieutenant, Petero Valquis, checked into her past and watched her for any sign of deceit, Celina covertly collected information on the Londano operation and fed the damning evidence to her bosses in Carlsbad and L.A.
 
   To Emilio and his mafia world, she was Celina Mendez, photographer and graphic design artist. She took photographs, fed them into her computer, and made art with them. Some of her designs resembled Warhol. Others were more Picasso. Celina Mendez made a comfortable living selling artwork to commercial venues as well as private parties. Emilio himself had a collage she had created of the infamous Che Guevara hanging in his home office.
 
   Finding nothing in her cover background to give him pause, Emilio was in full conqueror mode, every move in his book in action tonight in order to get her into his bed. Generous amounts of flirting aside, the most Celina had offered him was a kiss. A sensuous meeting of her mouth with his that she knew had left the mafia leader weak in the knees. 
 
   Never had a beautiful woman said no to him or his advances. 
 
   Never had he wanted anyone more than he did her. 
 
    “You are quiet tonight.” Emilio down-shifted the Porsche as he brought it to a stop at a red light. They had entered Carlsbad. Nearing two a.m., most of the shops and restaurants that lined the divided highway were closed. 
 
   A man, tall and filling out a Billabong sweatshirt to the max, crossed in front of them walking a Chihuahua. The hood of the sweatshirt was up and his face shadowed, but a familiar prick of recognition made Celina’s pulse quicken. Military straight back, self-assured gate. He hit the sidewalk and turned south, the tiny legs of the dog double-timing it to keep up with his long stride.
 
   Checking up on me, are you, Mr. Boss Man?
 
   Time to initiate her plan. A plan DEA Special Agent in Charge of the Southern California Violent Crimes (SCVC) taskforce, Cooper Harris, wasn’t going to like.
 
   Celina continued to watch the straight back while she nudged her fingers in between Emilio’s on the gear shift. “The Pacific Highway does that to me. The rocks, the ocean, the open expanse of night sky. It’s beautiful.” She let go of a soft sigh. “Makes me feel happy and carefree, like I might dare anything.”
 
   Squeezing his hand, she gave him a knowing smile. A smile that said she might be willing to give him what she knew he wanted. 
 
   One side of his mouth tilted up. His dark eyes penetrated hers. “Then I’m glad we chose it over the interstate.”
 
   The light changed. As Emilio shifted the car into first gear, Celina teased open the lapel of his crisp, white shirt. He’d ditched his jacket and tie before they’d left the parking lot of the theatre. The fundraising benefit for one of his favorite charities had given Celina the perfect set up for this take down. She needed him away from the tight security of his home as well as getting him to lower his guard while Petero Valquis was taking care of business elsewhere. Tonight’s date had secured all three.
 
   “You look very handsome,” she murmured, leaning toward him and pressing her breast against his arm. She stroked her fingers across his collarbone.
 
   “We were a perfect pair tonight, then.” He glanced admiringly at her cleavage as he shifted the car. “You’ve never looked more beautiful.”
 
   The dress Celina was wearing was Marc Jacobs, a gorgeous flesh-pink silk and gauze combination with a beaded halter that showed off every inch of her assets to full advantage. When she’d met Emilio at the door of her apartment, he’d been speechless for the first time since she’d met him. Speechless was good. 
 
   She hoped Cooper would be speechless when he saw her too. 
 
   The first part of her plan a success at the apartment, she’d kept the distaste off her face and smiled as Emilio twirled her around, ogling every inch of her body. It had worked. He did not have his security goon search her, because he was either so enthralled with the merchandise that his mind went blank, or he was so sure she wasn’t anything other than a beautiful woman in a slip of a dress who would finally share his bed tonight.
 
   His mistake. The microphone she wore was a cordless number she’d sewn behind the large jewel centered at the cusp of her cleavage. The transmitter, a small, square, plastic box, was tucked into the left cup of her bra. Off-balanced breasts would have been too noticeable in the dress, so she’d sewn a thick layer of Kleenex between the fabric and the lining of the other cup to even things out.
 
   Which did a great job of hefting her boobs into outer space.
 
   “Oh, look at the sky.” Celina tilted her head to look through the open moon roof. “Let’s stop at the boardwalk and go down to the beach.”
 
   Emilio frowned before looking back at the road. “It’s late. Too late. Parking anywhere along here—” he waved his hand at the empty parking lane next to the concrete sidewalks “—will get my car towed. Let’s go back to my place.”
 
   “Please,” Celina begged. She shifted her pleading eyes to his face and again brushed her boobilicious upper body against his. “A walk on the beach would be the perfect ending to this night.” 
 
   She scooted as close to him as the seats allowed and mentally morphed him into her fantasy man before she ran her right hand around his stomach. Her fingers touched leather. Gun holster. One that held a mean Glock. 
 
   Nothing like reality to interrupt her fantasy.
 
   Sliding her fingers under the gun, she gave him a small hug and resuscitated the image of Cooper. Sexy, serious. Beast in the urban slang so widely used in the surf shops and outdoor restaurants she frequented when not on duty. She’d started calling him that behind his back, and the other taskforce members had picked it up. Cooper hated it. She loved that he hated it. He was no beast. In fact, he was two hundred and thirty pounds of sexy. And she wanted to be his Beauty.
 
   Probably a lot of women in the DEA, FBI, and CIA had their own particular fantasies about him. Women all over Southern Cal as well. Too bad for them, she played hard and never gave up. He’d be hers. And soon.
 
   While Cooper and Emilio were at opposite ends of the spectrum, running her fantasy-man mental movie always worked when she had to deal with Emilio. That particular mind game was the only thing that had kept her seduction act even close to believable the past few weeks.
 
   She placed a soft kiss on Emilio’s neck, still pretending he was Cooper. Which took a superior imagination. “One of your men could drive the car around for a few minutes while we walk the beach.” She nipped the lobe of his ear. “If you’re scared of getting towed.”
 
   Emilio’s two bodyguards were behind them in a black SUV. They were characteristically big, bad and ugly. To arrest Emilio without endangering anyone, Celina had to ditch them and get him totally alone. If one bodyguard had to drive their vehicle and one had to drive the Porsche, she’d have Emilio all to herself. 
 
   The key to success. Easy on paper. Hard in reality.
 
   Time for the big guns. Or boobs, in this case.
 
   “The night is dark and the beach is unlit,” she said softly. Emilio leaned toward her and she teased his lips with hers as she spoke. “The rocky walls and concrete boardwalks will hide us. You don’t need your security detail.” 
 
   She switched her lips to his earlobe, and still envisioning Cooper, she whispered, “You’ll love this dress even more when it’s wet.”
 
   That sealed it. Emilio’s hand came off the gear stick and grabbed her by the back of the head. He drew her to him, bringing his mouth down on hers even as he drove the car. 
 
   Forcing herself not to recoil, Celina shifted her imagination into high gear. It was Cooper whose tongue was now in her mouth. Cooper holding her captive while they sped down the road ten miles over the speed limit, playing a dangerous game of make-out roulette. 
 
   She forced herself to return Emilio’s ardor with her own.
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter Two
 
    
 
   You’ll love this dress even more when it’s wet.
 
   Cooper Harris wanted to hit something. Hard.
 
   FBI Special Agent Celina Davenport—sexy siren of his daydreams as well as evil temptress of his night dreams—was sucking face with the biggest drug cartel leader in California and there wasn’t a damn thing he could do about it.
 
   Her soft voice coming through the mic as she taunted Londano to have sex with her on the beach gave him an instant headache of giant proportions. But it was the silence that followed, broken only by the sound of them kissing, that made him want to slam the wall of the surveillance van with his bare fist.
 
   Sucker punched. That’s what it felt like.
 
   It’s her job, idiot. She knows how to handle herself.
 
   Didn’t make him any happier. Which showed what a total sexist he really was. Sure, he felt protective about all the guys on his squad, but he never second-guessed them or their skills. He never went apeshit if they kissed a mark or led her on in order to get the information to take someone down.
 
   Celina was female and a little one at that. Short, underweight, except for a few well-placed curves, and she had a soft, almost Southern Belle persona that totally belied her fiery Cuban roots. Push her buttons and you’d see that fire, but it took an ungodly amount of button-pushing for it to surface. He knew. Out of everyone on the SCVC taskforce, he’d managed to tweak every hot button she had at least once. Most of them he’d not only pushed, but punched into the stratosphere.
 
   He loved it when the real Celina came out. Not the professional FBI agent she’d polished to perfection, but the holy shit amazing woman underneath. The one whose emotions rose up and took over, blasting him with her clever wit and overwhelming logic even as she flushed with anger and made gestures with her hands he’d never seen before.
 
   Yeah. That was the Celina he’d fallen for.
 
   But he couldn’t ever let her know that. How she tied him up in knots. How absolutely gone he was every time he was around her. He was her boss. Head of the taskforce. 
 
   He was also fourteen years, six months and four days older.
 
   She was a baby. A rookie. A Feebie, for Christ’s sake. DEA agents did not play well with FBI agents. 
 
   And he was The Beast after all. His reputation would hardly hold up under the pressure if he robbed the cradle and got the female rookie Fed on his team hurt in the line of duty.
 
   So he didn’t cut loose and punch the wall of the surveillance van, didn’t give into the surge of acid in his stomach. Instead, he scratched Thunder’s tiny square head and batted away the image of Special Agent Celina Davenport kissing Emilio Londano.
 
   FBI agent Dominic Quarters’ gaze was heavy on Cooper’s neck. Fucker had the hots for Celina, too. Cooper shot him an accusatory glance. Fucker could eat shit. “What the hell is your girl doing to our op, Quarters? This wasn’t the takedown we had planned.”
 
   “Pull your shorts out, Harris.” The shorter man eased back in his plastic chair and shrugged. The San Diego Mafia had been formed in the early 1970s by Jose Prisco. Thirty years later, his twin nephews, Emilio and Enrique Paloma-Londano took over the business. While most cartels gained international reputations for brutality and murder, the San Diego traffickers posed as legitimate businessmen. Their unique criminal enterprise involved itself in counterfeiting, kidnapping, and drug trade, but Emilio and Enrique passed off as law-abiding citizens, investing in their country’s future and earning the respect of their neighbors and the general public. The Feds wanted them gone. The DEA wanted them gone. Even the CIA thought it was a good idea. Too bad it wasn’t one of the spies he’d worked with before instead of Quarters sitting next to him. “She saw an opportunity and ran with it.”
 
   An opportunity? That’s what this asshole called it? “She’s going to get herself killed.”
 
   Quarters did the shrug thing again and Cooper’s hand balled into a fist. Punching Quarters would be way more satisfying than punching the van’s side panel.
 
   The van slowed, following a discreet distance behind Londano’s car and bodyguards’ vehicle. “Perp is pulling off highway and parking approximately one-quarter klick from here,” announced Thomas, a West Point grad who’d held a high profile position with the Department of Defense before defecting to the DEA. The T-man was Cooper’s right hand man on this takedown. 
 
   Two keystrokes of Thomas’s fingers and a night-vision view of the boardwalk appeared on the screen in front of Cooper.
 
   The surveillance van wasn’t the only vehicle in the area. A few diehard surf heads always parked near the beach overnight, only moving when the cops harassed them. There were plenty of cops in the area tonight, but none would be visible until after the sting took place, thanks to Cooper’s friendly relationship with the police units from L.A. to San Diego. They all wanted Londano out of business and they knew Cooper’s taskforce was about to do it.
 
   “Perp is exiting car.”
 
   Like he couldn’t see that. On screen, Londano and Celina headed to the beach. Thunder, in Cooper’s lap, whined. Cooper was petting the dog too hard. “Sorry, hot rod,” he murmured, never taking his eyes off the screen. He wanted to watch Celina. But years of intense training and experience told him to keep his attention on Londano. “Radio the other units in the area that this is going down here and now.”
 
   Thomas made a sound of acknowledgment and began notifying their backup.
 
   Celina kicked off her high heels and strolled into the rolling Pacific Ocean. The moon and stars lit the beach with a surreal light that even the night-vision view couldn’t compete with. Cooper could only shake his head at her stupid courage and undeniable sensuality. She glowed like a beacon.
 
   A beacon that only reminded him he was trapped in a hell of his own making.
 
   “What is she doing?” Done with notifying the local units, Thomas leaned closer to the screen as if he could decipher Celina’s plan by getting face to face with the video. “She gets that mic wet and it’s all over. We won’t have jack squat of a confession to bring to court.”
 
   They all watched Londano plant his feet in the sand and observe Celina with a predatory posture that made adrenaline burn in Cooper’s veins. He set Thunder on the van floor, littered with empty disposable coffee cups and torn candy wrappers, and stood up as best he could. The van ceiling was higher than most to accommodate their equipment, but still not tall enough for his large frame. 
 
   “That’s what you get with rookie Feebies,” he said, moving to the back of the van. One step closer to Celina. “I’m going in before she winds up shark meat.”
 
   Quarters and Thomas protested. Cooper ignored them. Raising the hood of his sweatshirt, he jumped out onto the pavement. Good thing he’d worn his boots instead of his running shoes. They’d hurt a lot more and leave an unforgettable impression when he kicked Celina’s butt back to Quantico.
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter Three
 
    
 
   An ocean wave hit her and Celina sucked in her breath. The water was freezing. If only she had on her wet suit instead of the gauze dress.
 
   But everything was in place. Dumb and Dumber cruised the side streets while their boss watched her from the dark deserted beach. He was waiting for her to drench herself in the ocean and reveal what only his mind had imagined. She wondered if he would try to take her right there under the stars, but it didn’t matter. She wouldn’t let things get that far. The high wall of rock and concrete behind him did exactly what she’d told him it would. It shielded them from the traffic on the street above, while giving her the opportunity to arrest him quickly and quietly.
 
   Another wave drove into her thighs and rolled up to her waist. With her back to Emilio, she pulled the jeweled pin out of her cleavage and carefully brought it to her lips. “Billabong, this is Switchfoot. Initiating beach cleanup in three. I repeat, initiating beach cleanup in three. Over.”
 
   She had no way to know if Cooper received her message clearly over the sound of the waves, but he was nearby along with the rest of the cleanup crew. They’d been waiting for her. Cooper had shown himself at the traffic light to let her know everything was a go. She hadn’t talked to him in almost a month, only received small signs here and there that he and his taskforce of agents from the Southern California Violent Crimes Division were getting her packages and watching her back. Her assignment had been straightforward: Get the proof needed to put Emilio and his cartel out of business for good. Bring him in alive.
 
   And don’t get killed.
 
   Like that wasn’t obvious.
 
   A rookie Feebie, known in FBI vernacular as the FNG or “fucking new guy”, Celina had joined Cooper’s elite group of agents before a random encounter with Enrique Londano’s girlfriend had landed her inside the mafia the SCVC and Mexican officials had been trying to infiltrate for four years. 
 
   Celina had stumbled into their private circle quite literally by accident. Danita, the girlfriend of Emilio’s twin brother, Enrique, had found Special Agent Celina Davenport photographing whales, her hobby, on a whale-sighting expedition and asked Celina to photograph her and her group of friends. The situation had given Celina the chance to buddy up with the young, naïve woman whose picture was contained in a blue folder on Celina’s desk at FBI headquarters in Carlsbad. It hadn’t taken more than a few compliments for Celina to convince Danita she was destined to be a model. Celina Mendez, the photographer, found herself the newest member of Danita’s social club before the boat returned to shore. Emilio and Enrique ran an art gallery that covertly laundered money and was always looking for fresh, cutting edge artists to fill its walls. Within days Celina had attracted Emilio’s attention.
 
   And the entire Southern California task force working on the San Diego Mafia case had cheered. 
 
   Cooper had been both pleased and worried. She could either nail this guy and prove his taskforce’s worth or completely ruin their chances of ever stopping the elusive Londanos.
 
   Wanting more than anything to prove her value to the team and to Cooper, Celina threw herself into the assignment. She would end Emilio’s cartel, and in the process, impress the hell out of Cooper.
 
   With her phones bugged, her email monitored, and one of Londano’s men watching her day and night, Celina had become ultra paranoid. She’d only risked delivering evidence against Emilio to Cooper twice, packaging the proof they needed in pictures sent to fictitious customers, but apparently it was enough. She’d gotten the go ahead to arrest Emilio in the form of a red surf board appearing in the window of the local surf shop by her apartment. That was her signal from Cooper to bring it home.
 
   Celina took a step deeper into the water. Dominic Quarters, her FBI superior on assignment with her for this sting, had insisted on a verbal confession tonight, but Celina knew they didn’t need one to nail Emilio, and he was too suspicious of everyone and everything. No way was she blowing this mission. Not only would the Londano operation get off scot-free, the taskforce would never get close to the brothers again. Any type of leading question about their black market business was sure to tip Emilio off and blow the takedown. 
 
   Time to take the plunge. The salt water would cripple the mic and make the dress stick to her breasts, but there was no backing out now. This was the moment she’d been planning for two months. This arrest would rocket her into FBI stardom and secure her place on Cooper’s team. The poor little girl from Miami was about to show everyone exactly what she was made of and what she could do.
 
   Running the next minute through her head, Celina walked further into the ocean and braced herself against the sharp push and pull of the cold water. The water and sky blended into one immense black wall, dotted only with stars. The full moon hung low, its shadow reflecting in the ripples of the ocean.
 
   Still conscious of her audience, Celina raised her arms to the sky, dropped her head back, and let the ocean carry her on the next wave. God it was cold.
 
   But she was tough. Too tough to let a little cold water get in the way of her plans. Too tough to let Londano see her shaking, not from the frigid Pacific Ocean but from nerves.
 
   Sufficiently wet, the dress clung to her breasts. Celina made her way back to the shore.
 
   She had no gun, no weapon. Emilio was a black-belt in karate and carried his gun at all times, although he rarely used violence himself. He was wearing his suit jacket to conceal the weapon hanging under his left arm. The muscles he constantly worked in his private gym gave him a seventy-pound advantage. 
 
   But Celina had the element of surprise and could win a wet T-shirt contest hands down. As the water turned loose its hold on her legs, she scanned the beach that was still empty before locking her sights on her quarry. Under the moonlight, his heavy gaze rested on her breasts. Emilio was thinking with his dick at that moment instead of his calculating brain, and that’s exactly what she was waiting for. 
 
   Conjuring up Cooper once more from the depths of her imagination, she smiled at the man in front of her and moved slowly and seductively into his waiting arms.
 
   With his lips forcing hers to part, Celina opened her mouth, and, at the same time, ran her hands over his shoulders, pushing his jacket off and down his arms. It dropped to the sand behind him. Then she slid her hands down his chest and stomach, tugging his shirt free from his waistband. Emilio’s hands found her breasts, and shit! She couldn’t stand him touching her so intimately. 
 
   Shrugging out of his grasp, she laughed seductively, teasing him. He chuckled low and deep, his hands on her upper arms, dragging her back to him, lips assaulting hers once more. 
 
   Pushing the straps of her dress off her shoulders, Emilio once again went for her breasts. In one swift movement, Celina shoved at his chest with one hand and grabbed the heavy Glock from his shoulder holster with the other. Glocks. She’d qualified with the standard .22 but went on to qualify with an assortment of others as well. She knew the lovely Glock family as well as she did her own.
 
   Taking two steps back, she pointed the gun at his chest. “Emilio Paloma-Londano, you are under arrest by the United States government for charges relating to the organization and running of the San Diego Mafia.” She took a deep breath and one more step back as she watched Emilio’s face transform from utter confusion to pure anger. “Drop to your stomach and put your hands behind your head.”
 
   He stood stock still, effectively refusing to lie down on the ground, but all hell broke loose around them. FBI, DEA, and local police officers emerged from the nearby lifeguard house and descended from the boardwalk. Spotlights came on, illuminating Emilio, still standing, and Celina, who managed to return her dress straps to her shoulders while never moving the gun sight from Emilio’s heart. Their eyes locked on each other and though he didn’t move or say a word, Celina felt the intensity of his hatred penetrating every cell of her body. 
 
   Special Agent Quarters came up beside her and took the Glock from her grip while she watched two police officers force Emilio face down in the sand. Within seconds, his hands were cuffed and his rights read. She stood there shaking, teeth chattering, arms crossed over her very wet, cold breasts. The officers raised Emilio back to a standing position, and again the dark eyes she knew well snapped to hers. Again she saw the depth of his anger. And then he took her by surprise.
 
   He ignored Quarters and spoke to someone behind Celina. “Give her my jacket so she can cover herself.” 
 
   As Celina watched Emilio be led away, a soft warmth fell over her shoulders and enveloped her. Instinctively she pulled it closer, stuffed her arms into the sleeves. It was not Emilio’s jacket, but a red Billabong sweatshirt. 
 
   She smiled as she turned to face Cooper. “Thank you,” she said, forgetting the past few months of fear and manipulation the moment she saw his face.
 
   It was a beautiful face. Not in the pretty L.A. boy actor way. Those types of faces she saw all the time and they were fake. No, Cooper’s was a rugged beauty, deeply tanned and handsome. It was the controlled face of a man who lived with danger every day for several decades. 
 
   His gaze was as serious as always as he stared down at her. “You all right?”
 
   “Better than fine.” Now that you’re here. Every time she stood next to the DEA agent, she felt like she’d just downed a triple mocha latte with whipped cream. Warm, buzzed, and ready for seconds. “How’d I do?”
 
   He was silent for a moment, studying her. “You went off the rez and we need to talk about that, but…you did okay, kid.”
 
   Celina’s smile faltered. Kid? Kid? “I’m not a kid, Cooper. I’m twenty-four years old.” She held his stern gaze. “I did better than okay and you know it. I just nailed Emilio Londano.”
 
   Said out loud, those words seemed to vibrate in the air. The moon smiled down at her and she drew her first fearless breath in months. She felt a sudden hot rush in her veins, a tingling sensation shooting through every cell of her body. 
 
   Letting her head fall back on her shoulders, she let it come, this rush of accomplishment instead of fear. It roared through her. 
 
   Laughing up at the sky, she sang out, “I did it! I arrested the Lord of the Cartel World!” She took a few steps back, staring at the sky, and held out her arms. Twirling, she let her herself enjoy the sweet tingle of relief and success racing through her body.
 
    
 
    
 
   God, she was beautiful.
 
   And young, Cooper reminded himself for the hundredth, possibly thousandth, time since she’d joined his team. Too young. For him anyway.
 
   But as he watched the beautiful agent twirl herself around in unabashed joy on the sand, with the spotlight on and an audience of horny males watching her, Cooper would have sold his vintage Fender guitar collection to be even five years younger.
 
   And not her boss.
 
   Celina was so alive and so beautiful and so completely crushing on him, it made him want to turn in his badge and chuck his very last moral into the garbage can just so he could touch her. Just once. He would touch that smooth, soft, creamy skin, take her full bottom lip between his and…
 
   Die.
 
   Die and go to heaven.
 
   Hypnotized by her blissful twirling and the idea of a heaven filled with her, Cooper let himself feel what she was feeling. Pure rush. Total adrenaline. Joy. He’d felt it with his first major bust too. A long time ago, when he was still fresh and eager and hungry. The rush of taking out a bad guy was a drug, making the hunger intensify. That hunger had added a lot of notches to his DEA belt and catapulted him to his current position, but he’d had an epiphany on this last assignment. He was worn out. 
 
   At thirty-eight, he still loved his job. Loved protecting his country and meting out justice to assholes like Emilio Londano. His taskforce was the best in the country, a machine, just like him, apprehending cartel leaders that trafficked drugs, weapons, and people. In the past year, they’d extended their reach. He and Thomas had gone to Colombia back in the fall, trying to figure out Londano’s operation in the Southern Hemisphere in order to help them deal with this one in the Northern.
 
   Thomas and a couple of the other guys on the taskforce had been with him since the early years, taking out several large drug rings while always trying to get the Londano operation that stayed consistently out of their reach. But when the latest addition to his team, this twirling rookie Fed, was handed a personal invitation into the Londano den of lions, Cooper almost pulled the plug on the whole operation. 
 
   She’d turned him. A couple of months with his group and she’d made him feel less like the cartel-eating machine he’d made himself into and more like a human. A man.
 
   A man who wanted her. 
 
   A man who realized that if she walked into the den of lions, he couldn’t keep her safe.
 
   Celina stopped and walked toward him, off balance and laughing. An unbidden smile crept to his lips—after all she was safe now and Londano was headed to federal prison—but then she was standing right in front of him and looking like she was about to throw her arms around him, and whoa – 
 
   She threw her arms around him and kissed him. Right on the lips.
 
   Her lips were so soft and she smelled like the ocean and, holy mother. Cooper jerked his head back, pulled her arms from around his neck, and stepped back. 
 
   Quarters, the fucker, cleared his throat, looking displeased and jealous at the same time. Celina dropped her arms, the happiness fading from her face and replaced with fear as it dawned on her that they were spotlighted on the beach with a significant audience, some of whom were now clapping and whistling. 
 
   Quarters, eat your heart out.
 
   “Sorry,” she murmured. “I don’t know what came over me.”
 
   It hurt to watch her lose that carefree joy and Cooper averted his eyes to the water, regaining his own balance. Best to pretend that hadn’t happened. “Go change your clothes, Switchfoot, and meet me at headquarters. I’ll buy you a cup of coffee and you can tell me all about your experience with Londano.”
 
   “I don’t drink plain coffee.” Celina scanned his face, trying to read him. Read what he was thinking. “At least I don’t mainline it like you do. But Starbucks opens in an hour.” She smiled, hope in her eyes now. “You can take me to my apartment, I’ll shower and change my clothes, and we’ll be their first customers.”
 
   Her recovery was quick. And she was ignoring Quarters as effectively as he was. 
 
   Score one for The Beast. 
 
   She was so bold, Cooper almost chuckled. She’d invited him six times—now seven, not that he was counting—up to her apartment. Wish I could shove that in Quarters’ face. 
 
   If the situation were different, he would take her up on her offer. The real one she was hiding between shower and clothes. He’d peel that dress off her beautiful body and mainline her instead of his favorite dark roast. 
 
   The thought made him dizzy, especially after that kiss, and he shook his head, more to clear it than to tell her no. “I have to follow the uniforms. Make sure they don’t inadvertently screw up Londano’s booking. Can’t have him getting off on a technicality after all your hard work.” He put his thumb and his pinky between his lips and whistled, signaled to Thomas up on the boardwalk, and waved him down. “T-man’ll run you home so you can change.”
 
   Celina piqued one eyebrow at him as Thomas ran down the boardwalk steps toward them, nearly tripping over his feet. “Gee, thanks,” she said, so totally not thankful Cooper again had to stifle a chuckle.
 
   He picked up her high heels from the sand and handed them to her. Damn things had heels long enough to skewer a steak. “As soon as you’re cleaned up, meet me at headquarters. I want to debrief you before the upper echelon chiefs get their hooks into you.”
 
   Quarters cleared his throat in that demanding way he had. “I will be in charge of debriefing Celina.” He held out a hand to her. “Congratulations, SA Davenport. I’ll be happy to escort you home so you can change.”
 
   Ignoring the man and his outstretched hand, Celina put her hands on her curvy hips. “What about Starbucks?”
 
   Cooper’s last moral hovered an inch above his mental trash can. Coffee at the local and very public coffee house wouldn’t be that bad. Screwing over Quarters would be a bonus.
 
   But looking at Celina wrapped in his sweatshirt, and remembering the soft touch of her lips against his, sent his libido into overdrive. Which sent a clear message to his brain. 
 
   You cannot lead her on in any way, shape or form. 
 
   Could not, would not, lead himself on. She was too young and she was in his care as a new agent. He’d already risked her life by letting her go undercover to trick Londano. He would not risk her career or his because of a silly, school-girl crush. “I don’t do Starbucks, Celina, and even if I did, there’s no Starbucks in our future.”
 
   Message sent.
 
   Celina’s mouth curved down and she started to say something, but Thomas arrived, accidentally kicking sand on her. She sent Cooper a please, don’t leave me with him look as Cooper took her elbow and handed her off to his buddy. “Take her home, T.”
 
   “Yes, sir,” he said, all smiles at Celina. She didn’t smile back, didn’t even glance at Thomas. Instead she shot daggers at Cooper. “Where’s Bobby? Why can’t he take me home?”
 
   Quarters sighed over the noisy crashing waves. Cooper almost sighed with him. Celina constantly used Bobby Dyer to worm her way around Cooper’s resistance. Dyer was Cooper’s best friend and second in charge of the SCVC taskforce. “Dyer’s in L.A., covering a few things there. I’m sure he’ll want to hear all about your takedown as soon as he gets back.”
 
   He left her standing there, hands on hips, but she still had to get in the last word.
 
   “I’ll meet you in your office in one hour,” she called to his back as he crossed the sandy beach toward the boardwalk. “And I’ll bring the Starbucks.”
 
   Cooper, head down, let go of the chuckle he’d been suppressing, glad it was muffled by the sound of the waves. “Plain, black and hot,” he called over his shoulder, and then he added, “kid”, emphasizing it just to make sure he pissed her off royally. 
 
   Message dittoed.
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter Four
 
    
 
   Six months later
 
   Des Moines, Iowa
 
    
 
   Cooper Harris put his eye to the sniper scope in the upstairs bedroom window of 1621 Boylston Avenue and looked up the street to a pigeon-gray duplex he was surveilling. The house was a mirror image of the one he was standing in except the perp’s girlfriend’s needed a new front stoop. The concrete steps were crumbling and beginning to sag from the landing. The wrought iron railings on each side of the stairs leaned out like a pair of woman’s legs. He would have to remember to watch his footing when he and his teammates rushed the house.
 
   Cooper and his group of DEA agents had been tracking Dickie Jagger for the past thirty-six hours. This particular SoCal criminal had a rap sheet as long as Cooper’s leg, including armed robbery, drug trafficking, rape and assault. He also had information Cooper needed about an upper level lieutenant in the Palermo-Londano operation who’d managed to escape arrest. Like most of the criminals Cooper went after, Dickie considered himself above the law.
 
   Cooper felt it was his duty to show the guy otherwise.
 
   “Heads up, Coop,” Thomas said. He was sitting in a chair next to Cooper with binoculars growing out of his eyes. “We’ve got company.”
 
   Cooper took his eye away from the scope and squinted through the gauzy curtain at the street traffic. The only thing that stood out was a turd-brown Ford inching its way down the street. Cooper grabbed Thomas’s binoculars. “Local or Feds?” 
 
   Thomas stood and grabbed his flak vest off the chair back. “The only people in Des Moines who’d be caught dead in a POS Fairmont are Feds. Even the poorest of drug dealers wouldn’t drive that.”
 
   “Suits?” Cooper lowered the binoculars. “What the hell are they doing here?”
 
   Thomas secured his vest and pulled on his black windbreaker. DEA was spelled out across the back. “Must have gotten your bulletin that Dickie was in town. I’m sure they want to talk to him as badly as we do.”
 
   “Yeah, they want their fingers in the pie.” Cooper swore under his breath and raised the binoculars. The Fairmont turned into the driveway and he saw the driver hesitate a moment before opening the door. 
 
   A pair of red leather boots and jean-clad legs finally emerged. A second later, the rest of the woman materialized and a warning bell rang in Cooper’s head—instant certainty, he knew this woman. 
 
   Petite, with long, dark hair, a hint of mocha in her skin, and curves in all the right thank-you-Jesus places...
 
   Cooper shook his head. It couldn’t be her; had to be someone else. Probably not even a Suit. Probably just another of Dickie’s gun-toting, get-away-car-driving girlfriends.
 
   The woman hesitated again, eyes glued to the front of the house while she stood behind the open car door. Cooper scanned her backside looking for the bulge of a weapon. Her hair spilled down the back of her red jacket. The hair and the jacket ended just above a very nice heart-shaped ass.
 
   His gut flashed a wave of certainty even though her backside was devoid of a tell-tale bulge. “No way,” he grit out between his teeth. “No goddamned way.”
 
   “What?” Thomas asked, his eyes bouncing between Cooper and the Fairmont.
 
   Cooper stood silent as he watched the woman’s gaze leave the house and then, very discreetly, scan the street. Yep, gun or no gun, she was definitely FBI.
 
   Celina.
 
   The Fed of Cooper’s nightmares.
 
   Time magazine’s “New Face of the FBI”.
 
   Thomas leaned toward the window. “Is that who I think it is? Isn’t she supposed to be laying low?”
 
   Media darling or no, Celina Davenport didn’t know how to lay low. Wasn’t in her DNA.
 
   “Shit, shit and more shit.” Cooper tossed the binoculars on the nearby bed, picked up his radio from the dresser. “FBI has joined the party,” he said, alerting his other men scattered throughout the house and down the street. “Deal’s going down now. Everybody in position.” 
 
   As he led Thomas out of the bedroom, Cooper grabbed his own flak vest and black jacket, running the scenario of the next few minutes through his mind. He’d get his man, all right. 
 
   And maybe if he was lucky, he’d find the opportunity to shoot Special Agent Celina Davenport right in her perfect ass. 
 
    
 
    
 
   “Take your gun, Davenport.” Chief Forester’s voice was low and ominous, rising out of the back seat of the car where he was hiding. Not an easy thing to do, Celina figured, with so much body mass.
 
   Bending down, she motioned at her partner Ronni in the passenger seat and shucked off her mittens. “Give me your bag.” 
 
   Celina rarely carried handbags to work. She hung her badge on her belt like her male counterparts and carried her ID in her back pocket. Her gun was always in a shoulder holster. Now her gun, ID and badge were lying on the Fairmont’s floor. “Avon ladies don’t carry guns,” she murmured to her boss. “At least not in Iowa.”
 
   Ronni handed Celina her brown leather purse and the Avon catalog. “Right behind you,” she said, giving her a wink.
 
   “Take. Your. Gun,” the chief ground out again. His voice carried as much threat in its low volume setting as it did at its ear-piercing level. “You want to end up a goddamned hostage?” 
 
   That was her plan. Celina knew when she approached the door, Annie would immediately sense something was up. Something in Annie’s world always involved police. Celina could see no other outcome but a dangerous hostage situation. She doubted Annie would even open the door, but if she did, Celina was going to offer herself as a trade for Annie’s kids. Any mother, even an outlaw one, would look for a way to save her children. Celina was prepared to give it to her.
 
   Slinging the strap of Ronni’s bag over her shoulder, she shut the car door, defying the chief’s direct orders. Not the best idea, but he’d stuck her in a no-win situation and therefore, Celina decided, she was calling the shots. For a split-second she wondered if he and Quarters would transfer her like Cooper had after the Londano case. Where would she end up this time? South Dakota?
 
   Probably.
 
   Not the end of the world. If I can get the kids out safely, that will be enough. 
 
   Shifting her shoulders, Celina forced her feet to walk up the cracked sidewalk toward the steps of the duplex. She loved her job, wanted to serve her country, but if there was anything she’d learned in the past year, it was that she didn’t always get what she wanted.
 
   Ronni’s car door slammed and Celina glanced at her partner. Her hair was a bright apricot color, her skin darker than Celina’s but no less smooth. As they walked down the sidewalk, the sun popped out, glaring off the new fallen snow. Celina started up the stairs, shielding her eyes against the glare and trying to keep her breathing even. There were fifteen of her counterparts hidden around the block, watching the apprehension and scrutinizing every move she made. 
 
   Annie was one honest to God bad girl. Having been on the run for more years than Celina had been legal, Annie was an experienced fugitive. The woman had once shot her partner in his nether region in the middle of a bank robbery because he wouldn’t let her carry the bag of money. 
 
   Clearing her mind, Celina tried to think positive. Ronni was by her side and definitely carrying. Chief Forester was right behind her in the car for immediate backup with his Remington, and the other guys were scattered up and down the block. All had extensive training in marksmanship and deadly-force decisions.
 
   Voices from a television filtered through the door. Muffled laughter drifted down from upstairs. Little girl laughter. She had to do this right, not to prove that she was as good as any of the men in the unit, but to keep those little girls safe.
 
   Glancing at Ronni, Celina mouthed Ready? Ronni gave her a nod. Do it. 
 
   Celina knocked sharply on the door. “Avon calling,” she said, trying to mimic the singsong voice Ronni had used earlier when they’d decided to approach the house under this outdated guise.
 
   At first nothing noticeable changed inside the house. Then the TV went silent and Celina heard a man’s voice, low but commanding. A man? No one had reported a man being inside the duplex. 
 
   Before she could consider who or what she was now up against, Celina saw a drapery move in the window to her right. Instinctively, she shifted her weight and her hand went for her gun. 
 
   And came up empty. 
 
   Before she could curse her poor judgment, the door handle turned and her eyes dropped to it. Watch their hands, the words of her Quantico instructor echoed in her head. Not their eyes. No one could shoot you with their eyes.
 
   “Don’t want no Avon,” a man’s voice said as the door opened a notch. 
 
   A fragment of sun bounced off metal. Instinct had Celina moving before she could think. “Gun!” she yelled, pushing Ronni to the side. 
 
    The sawed-off shotgun boomed in her ears and the iron railing gave out as Ronni and Celina toppled off the porch and into the dead evergreens by the house. They landed with a thud on hard ground next to the concrete foundation. A thousand prickly evergreen needles showered down on them as they rolled in unison away from the porch. 
 
   Before the spent shells hit the concrete, Celina was hauling Ronni up by her jacket. “Run!” she yelled, hearing the distinctive click of the shotgun snapping back into place.
 
   BOOM! 
 
   The sound sent her to her knees, but adrenaline had her back up in the blink of an eye, her legs moving like a runner taking off out of the blocks. More gunshots cracked through the air. Celina heard the Fairmont’s windshield explode. 
 
   Crouching with her arms thrown over her head, she ran for the edge of the house where Ronni had disappeared. She rounded the corner at full speed. 
 
   And ran smack dab into a wall.
 
   Bouncing back as her feet scrambled for purchase on the late season ice and snow, she grunted when her butt hit the ground. Glancing up, black Magnum boots were in her line of vision. Big boots, laced military tight. 
 
   She hadn’t run into a wall. She’d run into a man.
 
   A hulk of a man with very broad shoulders. Celina followed the line of his body up to his face. The sun was reflecting off the house and snow and blinding her. She could make out a few things: a black baseball cap with the letters DEA across the front pulled down low on his forehead, a mean-looking semi-automatic gun in his left hand. His scowl made her already-racing heart shift into warp speed.
 
   When did the Terminator arrive in Iowa? 
 
   He shifted his gaze down to her and the look of disgust in it made her, if only briefly, entertain the idea of taking her chances with the sawed-off shotgun.
 
   “Get up,” he ordered, and the sound of his voice and the impatient tone clicked in her brain, but her ears were ringing from the shotgun blasts and she wasn’t sure she’d heard him correctly. He reached down and grabbed her by the knot in her knitted scarf. Hauling her to her feet, he pulled her with him as he backed up against the side of the house. Her legs wobbled and her feet skimmed on the ice. She lost her balance and fell face first into his chest. 
 
   His bullet-proof vest was hard, but under it, she sensed a wall of pure, solid muscle. Just like his arms and his legs and everything else hidden under his DEA-approved wardrobe. Celina knew once her adrenaline slowed down, she was going to ache all over, not from falling off the porch but from hitting the Terminator at full speed.
 
   The machine-like DEA agent pulled her closer. “You all right?”
 
   “Cooper?” 
 
   There was a spurt of gunfire from the street and then the sound of more glass breaking. Cooper drew her in tighter. She flinched at the sound of the shotgun booming again. It sounded like a small explosion. 
 
   But then Cooper pushed her away, pushed her against the house. She mimicked his position, wishing she could have stayed in the protective embrace of his arms and knowing why she couldn’t. Ronni was a few feet away, sitting on the ground, back against the house with her gun out. Leaning her head back against the siding, Celina let out a breath. They were both a little shook up, but otherwise unscathed.
 
   The gunfire stopped and total silence descended on the street. No birdsong. No traffic noise. Cooper had his eyes on her, sizing her up from top to bottom. “What the hell did you think you were doing?”
 
   On one hand, she was excited to see him. On the other, the tone of his voice and his general man-handling pissed her off. Celina knew the silence around them meant her FBI counterparts were regrouping, while they tried to figure out their next move. 
 
   “I was doing my job,” she said to him. She let her eyes run over him in the same sizing-up he’d given her. He looked good. Solid and handsome, and serious as ever. “What are you doing here?”
 
   “Where’s your gun? Or do female Feds in Des Moines carry Avon books as weapons these days?”
 
   Celina shut her eyes for a moment. She had fantasized relentlessly about her reunion with Cooper. Never had her fantasy involved the current scene. Ronni cleared her throat and Celina glanced at her. Her partner was watching the exchange and had a questioning look on her face. Celina mouthed Cooper, and Ronni raised her brows and nodded her nice, very nice look of approval.
 
   “Dickie Jagger is mine, Celina.”
 
   “Dickie Jagger? Annie’s ex-boyfriend?” Celina scanned her memory. Richardson and Jagger had been tight in the early 90’s, pulling off more than their fair share of petty crimes together before Jagger had joined a gang in L.A.. It was probably Jagger who’d fathered at least one of Annie’s kids. “That’s who answered the door?”
 
   “You were expecting the Great and Powerful Oz?”
 
   “I was expecting Annie Richardson or her mother.”
 
   Cooper grunted. “You can have Richardson, but Jagger’s mine.”
 
   Turf war coming up. The FBI and the DEA often overlapped each other’s jurisdictions with criminals, which is why taskforces like Cooper’s SCVC were created. But even though they were supposed to be working together, they were more interested in trying to one-up each other.
 
   Think Big Picture, Dominic Quarters always preached. His Big Picture was now clearer to Celina. Her boss and her boss’s boss wanted jurisdiction over everything and they’d do whatever it took to keep all other agencies in the dark. 
 
   She wondered what Forester was doing in the Fairmont, and if he was okay. If he was, she was going to give him and Quarters a piece of her mind when this operation was over. They had sacrificed children and two agents in a hurry to beat the DEA to the house.
 
   “I’m sure Chief Forester would like to talk to you about that,” she said, when what she really wanted to say was, “Where have you been? Why didn’t you call me?” 
 
   For months after her transfer, Celina had analyzed Cooper’s behavior out loud while on stakeouts with her partner. Ronni had put it in six easy to understand words: he’s just not that into you.
 
   Cooper did a quick scan of the area again. “Where is he, your chief?”
 
   “In the car.”
 
   His eyes snapped back to hers and the brim of his cap rose with his eyebrows. “The car in the driveway?” He shook his head. “What kind of half-assed FBI unit is this?”
 
   “You should know,” Celina retorted, mad all over again. “You sent me here.”
 
   “I didn’t send you here,” Cooper corrected her. “That was Quantico’s orders after your face was splashed all over Time magazine as the New Face of the FBI.”
 
   “But you kicked me off—”
 
   “This is not the time, Celina.”
 
   Before Celina could reply, Cooper cocked his head, picking up noise inside the house. His hand came up to silence her. For several seconds he stilled; a freeze frame of anticipation. Not even a breath escaped his body, only a prevenient energy radiating from every inch of him. A cat preparing to pounce on a mouse. 
 
   Another noise inside the house—this time Celina heard it too—voices and the sharp snap of a shotgun locking into position. Cooper pulled a mouthpiece out of his cap and spoke into it. “Assume take down positions,” he announced quietly to whoever was listening. “We’re going in.”
 
   “There are three innocent people in that house. Kids.” Celina’s voice sounded too loud in her ears. “You can’t just bust in there. Someone could get hurt.”
 
   Cooper pointed one of his fingers at a spot next to Ronni. “Have a seat, Agent Davenport. This take-down no longer concerns you. You shouldn’t be here and if you and your buddies hadn’t screwed this up to begin with, we wouldn’t have this problem.” 
 
   “Now, wait a minute,” she started, but Cooper grabbed her shoulder, twirled her around and pushed her down hard on her butt. She gasped from the impact and his incivility.
 
   “Everybody move on my count,” he said into his radio. 
 
   Walking to the corner of the house, he locked his gun into firing position under his arm. “One, two, three.” His voice rose. “Go! Go! Go!”
 
   And then he was gone. 
 
   Celina looked at Ronni, whose eyes were still on the spot where Cooper had disappeared. “So that’s The Beast, huh?” A silly grin split her face. “That gun powder and Wheaties diet is working for him.”
 
   “Yeah,” Celina huffed, sarcasm blowing out with her breath, “and he definitely wants me. Did you notice how he was practically falling all over himself to see if I was okay?” She pushed herself off the ground to follow him. “Asshole.” 
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter Five
 
    
 
   FBI Headquarters, Des Moines
 
    
 
   Feeding a dollar into the candy machine, Celina pressed the F8 button. The bag of peanut butter M&M’s pushed up and over the edge and fell to the bottom. 
 
   She knew the drill. Forester and Quarters would no doubt both receive commendations for a successful bust. Both perps had been smoothly apprehended by Cooper and his team with just-for-show backup from the other agents in Forester’s unit. Annie’s daughters and mother were unhurt and none of the FBI or DEA agents on the scene were injured. Forester and Quarters would work a deal with Cooper that looked like the combined efforts of both agencies won the day for society. The FBI scored Annie. The DEA got Jagger.
 
   And Celina and Ronni got three dozen required pieces of internal paperwork stacked on their desks. They were waiting to start on them until after their follow-up interviews with Forester and Quarters, who were now holed up in Forester’s office prepping the “You Screwed Up” speech. More than likely, Celina would be returning to her desk in the office with a reprimand. No more field work until Hell froze over or she received a transfer. Neither seemed likely.
 
   At least the kids are okay, she consoled herself, if ending up in child services could be considered okay. She pushed the door of the candy machine open and reached in to grab her version of Valium. 
 
   She’d ignored Cooper’s instructions during the takedown and followed him into the house. He and his group had done a quick and efficient arrest of Jagger and Richardson while making sure Annie’s kids were never in the line of fire. Locating the two children, Celina had stayed with them through the arrests, and when the worst was over, she’d packed some clothes and a stuffed animal for each into two garbage bags and introduced them to their new case worker. It was the kids that always got to her. Innocent kids with no chance to escape the life their parents had forced on them. 
 
   Plopping more change into another vending machine, Celina bought a Diet Mountain Dew, cracked it open, and took a sip.
 
   “You’re one lucky Avon lady,” Cooper said from behind her. 
 
   Celina glanced over her shoulder. He looked so damn good even if she was irritated with him for being such a selfish bastard. “You were here in Des Moines and you didn’t call me?”
 
   He was silent, standing in the doorway just staring at her. He wasn’t quite expressionless, but Celina couldn’t read what he was thinking. Other than, of course, he didn’t want to have this discussion because he wasn’t that into her.
 
   She crossed the room, set her pop on the counter, and opened the bag of candy, fishing out a blue M&M. “Congratulations on your arrest.” Her voice sounded completely insincere and she didn’t care. “Why didn’t you notify us that you were tagging Jagger? Could have saved duplication on the take-down.”
 
   Cooper broke his stillness and sauntered to the candy machine, putting his back to Celina as he dug a ratty dollar bill from his jeans pocket. “Your office was notified.” The machine whined and Cooper punched his selection.
 
   Celina watched him, feeding herself one M&M at a time. “There was no posting on the Current board this morning. I would have seen it and known…” you were here. She couldn’t finish the sentence. Chocolate was caught in her throat. Crap. She coughed, trying to clear it.
 
   Cooper glanced at her, removing a Snickers bar from the machine. King Size, of course. 
 
   Tossing the candy bar on the table, he pulled out a chair, flipped it around, and sat down. “You working field ops again?” 
 
   Swallowing a sip of her soda, she eyed him suspiciously. If she answered yes, would he take her back? Probably not after witnessing today’s sorry fiasco. “Why?”
 
   “I thought you were supposed to be lying low. Keeping off the streets until the media circus blew over.”
 
   She leaned her butt against the counter and sucked a few more candies into her mouth. “I have been, but I’m bored out of my mind. Ronni too. Forester only gives us cold cases, and I do mean cold, as in colder than the wind chill outside, to work on.”
 
   He chewed his candy bar, challenge in his gray eyes. “Solved any?” A small smirk played at the corner of his mouth and Celina knew he was betting she hadn’t.
 
   “Three,” she told him, pride in her voice. “One murder, in fact. The other two, child abductions.”
 
   Cooper nodded, approval in his eyes now. “So why were you going after Richardson today?”
 
   Celina sighed. “Ronni and I were on our lunch break and happened to be in the area when the call came in. We sort of invited ourselves to the party.”
 
   “And the Avon lady routine? Please tell me that wasn’t your idea.”
 
   “I suggested an alternative, but Forester and Quarters didn’t like it. Quarters told me I didn’t see the big picture”—she made air quotes— “and to follow orders.”
 
   “Following his orders almost got you decapitated.”
 
   Celina nodded, happy to be having a conversation with Cooper. “I knew the Avon routine wouldn’t work, but I had hoped to offer myself as a trade to Annie for her kids. That’s the only reason I went up to that door unarmed. We believed the only other adult in the house was Annie’s mother.”
 
   Cooper went very still. “You were going to let Richardson take you hostage? On purpose?”
 
   “I didn’t want those kids to get hurt.” 
 
   Cooper looked away, rubbed a hand over his face. “Jesus, Celina. Didn’t you learn anything from me when you were in the SCVC?”
 
   Yes, Celina thought. Fidelity. Bravery. Integrity. The guiding principles she had cut her teeth on at Quantico Marine Corps Base. After thirteen weeks of new agent training, she’d held up her hand, taken an oath to defend the Constitution against all enemies, foreign and domestic, and accepted her gold shield with a sense of pride and honor. 
 
   She had breathed, ate, and lived them under Cooper’s guidance. Working the L.A.-San Diego pipeline with Cooper, she’d absolutely nailed bravery. 
 
   “I didn’t have a lot of time with you,” she said, purposely letting the double meaning hang in the air for a moment. “Maybe I should come back and take a few more lessons.”
 
   Cooper threw the end of the candy bar in his mouth. “Sorry.” He shook his head. “Not my call. Director Dupé’s the guy you need. It’s probably too soon for you to work undercover anyway after that Time article. Your face is so…”
 
   He trailed off while he stared at her for several beats and Celina’s pulse kicked up. This time the expression on his face was familiar…like he couldn’t quite take a deep breath….she’d seen that expression on his face before. She knew he felt exactly what she was feeling. Heat. Not into me, huh?
 
    “So what, Cooper?” she prompted, giving him a small, and she hoped sexy, smile.
 
   Bingo. Pushing his chair back abruptly, he returned to the candy machine. For a half second he just stood there and she watched the muscles in his back as he drew in a deep breath. 
 
   There was something between them. Something that looked, smelled, and felt like pure sexual tension. Continuing to watch the muscles in his back as he drew out another dollar from his pocket and fed it into the slot, Celina smiled to herself. Every muscle, every pore was brimming with unspent sexual emotion. And it was all aimed at her.
 
   A King Size Payday dropped into the bottom of the machine and Cooper reached in and grabbed it. Leaning against the candy machine, he focused on tearing off the Payday’s wrapper. “What’s the big picture?”
 
   Topic shift. He was scrambling for safer ground. “You. Your team. Quarters must’ve known you were in town to grab Jagger.” She shrugged. “He wanted to be sure he got Richardson and if he could preempt your take down, he might nail both of them.”
 
   “This unit having problems?”
 
   “Des Moines is not high on the list for federal funding, except for counterterrorism. We’re totally understaffed for all other criminal activities.” But she didn’t want to talk about the Des Moines unit. She wanted to talk about Cooper. The best way to bring things back to him was to talk about his job. The SCVC. “How’s Thomas? Bobby? The other guys?”
 
   Cooper stopped chewing, threw the rest of his candy bar on the table. All the color seemed to drain from his face.
 
   Celina felt an uncomfortable tightening in her ribcage. “What happened?”
 
   A nerve in Cooper’s jaw pulsed. It was a long time before he answered, his voice low and rough. “Valquis got Dyer, Celina. The night you arrested Emilio. Remember how you knew Valquis was out of town on business? He found Dyer and beat him to a pulp while I was following you and Emilio. He didn’t kill him, but he did so much damage to Dyer’s spinal cord he’s paralyzed from the waist down. Now he’s living—if you can call it that—in a damned wheelchair.”
 
   A chill shot down her back. Not for the first time, she wondered how she’d pulled off betraying Emilio so completely without ending up in wheelchair, or possibly a grave, herself. 
 
   But Dyer? She couldn’t imagine him paralyzed. Like Cooper, he lived to be a DEA agent. He’d spent hours prepping Celina for her role as Emilio’s reluctant girlfriend. And never even hinted that she was too young or inexperienced to pull off the sting. “Why didn’t you tell me?”
 
   “I didn’t…” He looked at the floor, the muscle in his jaw continuing to jump. When he spoke again, his voice was controlled. “Valquis left Dyer behind a dumpster in Santa Cruz without ID. He was transported to a hospital and laid there for several days before I found him. Eliza was out of her mind with worry, and then we both lived at the hospital with him until he gained consciousness. I was there every day in the middle of trying to wrap up the paperwork on Londano, hunt down Valquis and Enrique, and still run the taskforce. A week after it went down, the Time article turned you into a media magnet and you were removed from my team and sent here. I was in Mexico tracking Valquis and Enrique and I never had a chance to tell you.”
 
   Celina was suddenly angry. Forget the fact that he’d never called to check on her. He could have at least called to tell her about Bobby. “Ever heard of a phone, Harris?” 
 
   She waited for him to answer. When he didn’t, she shook her head. “How could you possibly not tell me this? How could Bobby not tell me? He emailed not more than a month ago to see how I was doing and never mentioned anything about it.” 
 
   Cooper stood there, eyes glued to the floor. “Dyer insisted I not tell you, Celina. He didn’t want your first major bust to be tainted by his accident.”
 
   This is what she got for refusing to tune into the gossip always going around. But most of the gossip had been about her after the Londano operation and that stupid article. Time had even put her face on the cover, causing an uproar inside the Bureau. “And he didn’t think I would find out what happened eventually?”
 
   Cooper lifted his head. “He wanted you to have your moment of glory for as long as possible.”
 
   Her moment of glory. So fleeting. So useless.
 
   Celina pressed her eyes shut. She remembered the rush she’d felt on the beach after nailing Emilio. Remembered how high she’d felt. Since then, everything had gone downhill. Her career thrown completely off track because of the media blitz, and now finding out Bobby was paralyzed from the waist down, she felt like it had all been for nothing. 
 
   She should have been more observant. Should have tried to find out what Petero Valquis was planning that night. But she’d been so intent on fooling Emilio, she hadn’t thought past her relief that Valquis was scheduled to be out of town. Guilt burned in her stomach. 
 
   Throwing the rest of the M&M’s in the garbage, she followed them with the bottle of soda. “I was part of your team, Cooper. You and Bobby should have told me what happened, no matter the consequences of my feelings.”
 
   The pain on Cooper’s face morphed into anger. “I did what I thought was best for everyone,” he told her in his don’t-argue-with-me voice. “You may not agree with that, Celina, because God knows you’ve never agreed with any of my decisions as head of the SCVC, but you don’t have the experience I do. You haven’t been the leader of a team. Seen your best friend and partner lying in a hospital bed with tubes and wires like mutant spider webs running in and out of his body.”
 
   Celina let her own anger wrap around her like a blanket. “You think I don’t feel guilty about what happened?” She watched his expression change to confusion. He didn’t get it. He didn’t understand her at all. “You are unbelievable.”
 
   “Celina?” Ronni’s voice interrupted from the doorway.
 
   Celina immediately noted her partner’s pale face behind her masklike expression. Ronni had been in Forester’s office, giving him and the Special Agent in Charge her official version of Richardson’s capture. From the tightness around her mouth, Celina knew Ronni had just had her butt chewed out in a royal way. The younger woman was, at that moment, trying to stay professional on the outside while her guts churned like a washing machine on the inside. 
 
   Celina knew the feeling. It wasn’t every day you got double-barreled by both the bad guys and the good ones.
 
   “Chief Forester would like to see you, now.” Ronni’s gaze darted back and forth between Celina and Cooper.
 
   For a split second, Celina saw Ronni in a wheelchair and felt her stomach bottom out. She couldn’t imagine what Cooper had felt over Dyer’s injuries at the hands of Valquis. How something like that would leave him unable to call her and talk about it. “Thanks, Ronni.”
 
   As Ronni’s footsteps faded, Celina returned her gaze to Cooper. The air around him was still vibrating with his anger and hers. The anger was mixed with guilt. She drew in a breath and let it out slowly, tired of being angry, tired of being left out. Just tired, period. And sorry for him and for Bobby. It didn’t take Einstein to know that Cooper’s anger was simply a shield of armor to hide his true feelings. Shock, rage, grief.
 
   No wonder he hadn’t called to check up on her. Knowing she would ask about Bobby and the other taskforce members, Cooper had blown her off to save himself from having to talk about the tragedy. How nice it might have been if he’d called and confided in her. She could have shared his anger and grief and helped him realize it wasn’t his fault. Instead, he chose to ignore her and take on all the guilt himself. Deal with the grief alone.
 
   Typical alpha male, just like her brothers.
 
   “I have to go. I’ll call Bobby later.” She stopped in the doorway. “Congratulations on getting your man,” she repeated, forcing more sincerity this time.
 
   Cooper’s eyes held hers. His anger was gone now too. Was that regret shining in them? “Always do.” 
 
   Celina nodded, wishing he’d apologize. 
 
   But what she really wished was that she could draw a big red S on her shirt and turn back the Earth, turn back time, to the night of Emilio’s arrest. If only she could change what had happened.
 
    
 
    
 
   Cooper was halfway to the hotel when he drove off the street and parked the rental car next to a Kwik Trip. Sitting in the Durango with the heater on high—damn it was cold in Iowa—and a local vintage rock station blaring in his ears, he mentally kicked himself soundly in the ass.
 
   He should have told her. Plain and simple. While she’d only known Bobby Dyer a few weeks before getting caught up in the Londano operation, the two of them had bonded. At first, Cooper suspected Celina was dogging Dyer because he was usually with Cooper, which made it convenient for her to flirt with him. Later Cooper realized Celina went to Dyer for advice because Dyer talked to her and listened to her and wasn’t interested in getting in her pants. Unlike most of the other male members of his team. 
 
   Outside the Durango, teenagers enjoying a snow day pumped a few dollars’ worth of gas into their rusting cars and grabbed Cokes inside the convenience store. Dickie Jagger was on ice at the local sheriff’s department waiting for the judicial system to extradite him back to California, but the sense of satisfaction Cooper usually felt after nailing a perp was absent. While the rest of his team celebrated back at their hotel with pizza and Coronas, Cooper sat in the parking lot and gave himself one more mental kick. He’d screwed up. Royally. 
 
   How could he explain to Celina what he couldn’t explain to himself? How he’d let Dyer go off on his own to track Valquis. How he’d never suspected that Val was leading his best friend and partner on a wild goose chase, just to send Cooper and the rest of the SCVC unit a message. How he wasn’t there to stop the beating. How he hadn’t found Dyer in that hospital for three days.
 
   Three fucking days.
 
   Seeing Dyer in that bed, helpless, paralyzed and one step away from life support, Cooper had lost it. His hatred for Petero Valquis and Emilio Londano had warred with his feelings of total helplessness over Dyer’s condition. What he couldn’t explain to Celina, then or now, was how he of all people had let Dyer get hurt.
 
   And that he couldn’t beg, bargain, or sell his soul to turn back time and make things right.
 
   Cooper had picked up the phone a hundred times to call Celina, even when Dyer insisted he didn’t want her to know. And every time he’d had the phone to his ear, his pulse raced and words had evaded him. Even now, he could do little more than simply gut out the facts to her.
 
   Closing his eyes to fight off the memories, he listened to the Red Hot Chili Peppers gutting out their own angst. Dyer, being the man that he was, had told Cooper repeatedly to get over what had happened. Move on. He wasn’t happy about the wheelchair, but he was damn glad to still be breathing. He was back at work for the DEA, albeit at a desk now, and continued to take physical therapy. Dyer had never let anything keep him down for long. He’d given himself a whole week to work through his anger, depression, and grief over the loss of his legs and then he’d told Cooper one day to get lost. 
 
   “I’m alive,” Dyer had said, rubbing his hand over his newly grown bush of beard, “and I’m going to live, damn it. I’m not going to hold your hand and endorse your fucking guilt complex, Coop, so get the hell out of here and go save the world.”
 
   Cooper smiled, opened his eyes. 
 
   Three girls in their early teens jostled each other, laughing as they filed out of the convenience store’s front doors. Each was dressed identically to her friends in tight jeans and puffy nylon coats. As they walked in front of the Durango, each carried a pop and a bag of M&Ms.
 
   A high-def image of Celina’s full lips sucking blue M&Ms into her mouth rose up in Cooper’s mind. Jesus, she made him crazy. He’d put himself on the Jagger team just so he could come to Des Moines and try to see her, knowing exactly how he’d react when he did. Even after all these months she could do the simplest thing and send his libido into overdrive. All that flawless skin and those righteous curves. 
 
   And a superhero complex bigger than his own. 
 
   “…I had hoped to offer myself as a trade to Annie for her kids.”
 
   A superhero complex channeling Mother Teresa.
 
   “I just didn’t want those kids to get hurt.”
 
   Shit. When he’d seen her, not in the rush of the adrenaline-fueled take down, but back at the Fed building, he’d so totally lost the ability for coherent thought, he’d stopped breathing and nearly grabbed her and wrapped his arms around her just to make sure she was okay. She looked so damned good in her simple black turtleneck and jeans. Those red boots. Her cheeks still rosy from the cold air…
 
   Then, when she’d told him her plan to trade herself for Richardson’s kids, he’d almost grabbed her to shake some sense into her. What was she thinking?
 
   But the worst thing about their reunion was how she went from flirting with him to despising him in a heartbeat when he explained—tried to explain—why he hadn’t told her about Dyer. 
 
   She was right. He was unbelievable. He should have told her. He should have called and checked on her.
 
   Slapping the steering wheel, Cooper shoved the Durango in gear and pulled back out onto the highway. He couldn’t go back to San Diego without setting things straight. Couldn’t look at Dyer now without remembering the hurt and sadness and anger he’d seen in Celina’s eyes.
 
   Cranking the radio up louder, Cooper pressed the accelerator and gutted it out along with the Peppers.
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter Six
 
    
 
   Crossing the one-way downtown street, Cooper entered the complex that housed the FBI. The building was well-worn but architecturally interesting with gothic details all over the façade. He flashed his badge at the elderly black security guard and the man nodded, giving him a semi-salute with his hand. “Back for more?” he asked, his grin sporting a gold tooth.
 
   “Can’t get enough of this place,” Cooper lied.
 
   The guard chuckled. “Miss Celina makes it an attractive place to visit.” He winked at Cooper. “Stay outta trouble.”
 
   At that moment, Celina burst out of the frosted glass door of the FBI office, a backpack on her shoulder and a box crammed to the brim in her arms. Her dark eyes were narrowed to slits and he thought, uh-oh. 
 
   Forester had his hand on her elbow, trying to keep up with her, but Celina walked faster, shaking off his hand. “I do not need an escort to walk twenty crappy steps out of this building.” She bee-lined straight for Cooper. 
 
   Cooper stopped in his tracks. 
 
   Forester tried to catch her. “Enough crap, Davenport.” His hand touched her elbow, grabbed for purchase, and somehow Cooper knew what was coming.
 
   “You can’t quit over this,” the chief said.
 
   Quit? “You quit?” Cooper echoed.
 
   Celina’s narrowed eyes glanced at and dismissed him all in one motion. She stopped and Forester barely avoided crashing into her. His face was puffed up like a bulldog and he was breathing hard. He righted himself, but left his hand on her arm. 
 
   “I’m not the one who messed up.” Cooper recognized the dangerously low tone of her voice, and almost took a step back as she went for Forester’s throat. “And I won’t be the fall guy for you or Quarters. Your big picture mentality almost got two innocent kids killed today. I will be taking this to the Assistant Director in Charge and the Deputy Director, and if all else fails, by God, I’ll take it all the way to D.C. and Director Moeller himself.” She drew in a breath and let it out sharply, and Cooper was relieved that her hands were full. Her sidearm was in easy reach. “Now, get your hand off my elbow.”
 
   Forester stared her in the eye for a second before releasing her. “You walk out of here, Davenport, and your career with the FBI is over.” 
 
   Oh, Christ. Don’t challenge her.
 
   Celina’s chin raised a notch. She glanced at Cooper and back at Forester. “Then I’ll go to work for the DEA,” she said, and Cooper found himself taking the box from her arms as she shoved it at him. 
 
   Forester finally registered that Cooper was witnessing this exchange. The chief sent him a look that would have made a lesser man piss his pants. 
 
   Heading for the door, Celina hiked up the backpack sliding off her shoulder and blew a kiss at the security guard. “Take care, Lawrence.” 
 
   “You ain’t leavin’ us, are you Miss Celina?”
 
   “Afraid so. Don’t forget to take your blood pressure medicine.” She pushed the door open with her butt. “Have Ronni remind you, okay?”
 
   “Yes ma’am,” he answered, a hang-dog look coming over his face. 
 
   Celina waved at him as she walked out and shot one more round of daggers at Forester. 
 
   Forester stared at the closing door, then turned on Cooper. “Your supervisor’s going to hear about this.”
 
   Cooper tried to raise his hands, found them full. “What did I do?”
 
   “Go back to California where you belong, Harris, before you do something really stupid and find my shoe buried in your ass.”
 
   Forester disappeared behind the frosted glass, and for a split second, Cooper considered showing the chief his own shoe, but in his years with the DEA, he’d learned not to waste time on people and situations that did not further his purpose. Losing his temper with the Des Moines Unit Chief would only endanger his prestigious position with the SCVC taskforce. That did not serve his purpose.
 
   Besides, karma was a bitch and it looked like Forester was due for a visit right along with that fucker Quarters.
 
   Looking out the front door again, Cooper followed Celina’s progress across the one-way street toward the parking garage. She’d just quit because her job had come in conflict with her personal ethics code. Cooper remembered a time when he’d almost done the same. 
 
   A wise mentor had showed him the value of balancing judgment calls while keeping his ethics and morals intact. Hard to do, especially after seeing the rot-gut shit of the underground world for years. His deep-seeded ethics and morals had sometimes taken a backseat to his all-encompassing desire to clean up that world. He rarely thought in terms of ethics anymore, just laws.
 
   Like today. He hadn’t given much thought to Richardson’s kids. If he’d thought about them, it would have bothered him, and he couldn’t perform his job properly if he was bothered over the ethical dilemma they presented. Arresting their mother and her boyfriend in front of them wasn’t a day at the park, but letting the two criminals go wasn’t an option. The damage they had done, and would continue to do to innocent lives, warranted definitive and immediate action. How could you balance that with two innocent children? It was a no-win situation.
 
   “You goin’ after her?” the guard asked, bringing him back to the here and now.
 
   Cooper started for the door. “Yeah, I’m going after her.” Using a shoulder, he pushed open the door. “God help me, I never could resist trouble.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Standing by her Civic hatchback in the parking garage, Celina waited for Cooper. Her cheeks were hot, even though she could see her breath puffing out in little white clouds. Her heart hammered in her chest and her palms were sweating. It wasn’t bad enough she’d quit in the heat of the moment, but then she’d forced a showdown with Forester in front of Cooper. Not an impressive move for someone trying not to look inexperienced and overly emotional. Someone trying to prove her team-oriented approach to work so she could get back on his team.
 
   Damn. This day was spinning further into the realm of unbelievable. Getting shot at. Running into Cooper. Finding out he had lied, if only by omission, about Dyer. Then Forester and Quarters trying to intimidate her during the debriefing and when she’d questioned their hasty and ill-thought-out take-down plan, they’d tried to stick her on administrative leave. 
 
   Administrative leave. The words stuck in her throat, clogging it.
 
   Already on edge and emotional after her argument with Cooper, she’d let her temper get the better of her. Damn Cuban temper.
 
   Cooper entered the parking garage and stopped, eyes squinting at the change in light as he scanned the area looking for her. When his face registered her presence, Celina didn’t know what to do. Smile or cry? Apologize or demand an apology from him? Fall at his feet and beg him to take her back to California or grab her box and run from the lecture she knew was coming?
 
   Undecided, she brought her hands up to her mouth and blew warm breath on them as he approached. His face was expressionless as she stretched out her arms to take the box filled with her scant personal stuff, but he stopped far enough back she couldn’t reach it. “You ever do anything half-assed?”
 
   Celina searched his eyes for any trace of humor but what she saw was unreadable. She shored up her backbone just in case he was going to start the lecture. “No.” 
 
   It was at least a full thirty seconds before Cooper smiled. “Me neither.” He bypassed her, opened the hatch of the Civic, and dropped the box into it. Shutting the door, he leaned a hand on her car. “Buy you a beer?”
 
   Letting go of the breath she was holding, Celina’s heart hammered in a different rhythm. Heat bloomed in her stomach as well as her cheeks. She decided to throw her last ounce of luck out as a wager. “Only if dinner’s included, and only if we stop by Child Services and check on Annie’s kids first.”
 
   This time Cooper extended the silence for a full minute before he answered her, and there it was again, that almost palpable sexual energy. “You know, Celina,” Cooper started. 
 
   And then Celina heard her name echo off the concrete walls around her. “Davenport!”
 
   Go away! Celina wanted to shout back. Cooper was just about to say something like I’ve missed you or I’m sorry I didn’t call you. Come back to the SCVC with me. Celina didn’t care if there was a full-blown blizzard and an all-out terrorist attack descending on them at that very moment, she didn’t want to be interrupted.
 
   As Cooper turned and Celina leaned around him to see who was calling her name, she closed her eyes in dismay.
 
   Dominic Quarters, complete in parka and boots, jogged toward them.
 
   She’d gotten out from under Quarters’ thumb in California, only to end up under it once more here. It was like career stalking. The man would not leave her alone.
 
   But she’d just quit. Nothing he could do to her now.
 
   “Celina,” he said, as he came to a stop near them. He gave Cooper a dismissive once-over. “This has all been a terrible misunderstanding.” He smiled at her; the same smile he’d given her earlier that afternoon in the Hy-Vee parking lot when he’d suggested she act as an Avon lady.
 
   Unbelievable. Even after putting her, Ronni, and Annie’s kids in danger, and sticking Celina on administrative leave, he still had hopes she’d get busy with him. 
 
   “Tensions are running high and, well, my god,” —he forced a sad face— “you were shot at earlier. You’re stressed.” 
 
   Reaching out, he tried to rub her arm, but she jerked it away. Cooper leaned back against a black Durango parked behind him and crossed his arms, open interest on his face.
 
   “You’re emotional right now,” Quarters continued. “I understand that. Believe me, I do. But quitting isn’t the answer.” Moving so he could put his arm around her shoulders, he drew her away from her car. “Let’s go back to my office and talk about this. I’ll make some reservations at Luigi’s and we can discuss your future over dinner.”
 
   Celina almost laughed. Instead she rolled out from under his arm, shoved him away. “No thanks. In case I haven’t already made this clear, which I’m pretty sure I have, that scenario is never going to happen in this lifetime.” 
 
   Opening her car door, she met Cooper’s stare over the frame. “Mexican sounds good. There’s a great little mom-and-pop restaurant a few miles from here. You want to ride with me or follow?”
 
   He didn’t miss a beat. Straightening, he uncrossed his arms and gave her a small salute. “I’ll follow you.”
 
   Celina started the car and cranked the heater, relieved to be out of Quarters’ reach. As she put the car in reverse and drove out of the parking spot, Quarters said something to Cooper. Cooper’s response was delivered with a finger to Quarters’ face. Celina chuckled as Quarters stepped back and narrowed his eyes. Cooper smiled, patting him on the shoulder and walking around him to get in the Durango.
 
   A minute later, at a stoplight, Celina snuck a look in her rearview mirror at Cooper idling behind her. Forget The Beast. The Terminator was back, his dark eyes hidden behind mirrored sunglasses, jawline set belligerently. One hand was on the wheel of his SUV and he appeared to be staring back at her, but she couldn’t be sure. 
 
   She glanced away, convinced he looked more like a dangerous criminal than a man of the law.
 
   Running her hands through her hair, Celina pulled it away from her face and secured it with a rubber band. As the light turned green and traffic started to move, she gave Cooper another glance and found she still couldn’t decide if he was looking at her or not.
 
   Reaching over to the passenger seat, she retrieved her sunglasses and slid them on before shifting the car. Looking up in the rearview the next time, she saw Cooper was smiling.
 
    
 
    
 
   The restaurant was on the outskirts of town, set off the main road a hundred yards with a gravel parking lot and a trailer park atmosphere that made Cooper’s skin tight. In ten years as a DEA agent and the three years before that as a street cop, he’d spent a fair number of nights in dives just like this one, hanging out with narks and drunks and losers in order to peg his criminal.
 
   “You look like you’re about to have a tooth pulled,” Celina said, her boots kicking up little puffs of snow as she walked toward him. Her hair was pulled up in a ponytail and her full lips now sported pink lip gloss that matched her rose-tinted sunglasses. Between the clouds and setting sun, Cooper knew she didn’t need the sunglasses. He also knew the lip gloss was for him.
 
   Forcing his attention away from her lips, he scanned the rusting gutters, the lopsided sign claiming authentic Mexican food, and the peeling beige paint. The place was only one step below the Child Services building they’d just left. “Makes me want to get back on the first plane to San Diego.”
 
   “We’re here for the food, not the décor.”
 
   “True, but if I didn’t know better, I’d say you’re afraid to be seen with me.” He wished she’d lose the sunglasses so he could see her eyes. Those eyes that had been so much a part of his fantasies in the past year. “Afraid some of those suits in your office will see you having dinner with a DEA man?”
 
   Celina removed her glasses like he wanted. Her brows flexed down as she tried to decide if he was joking. “There are only two things I’m afraid of, Cooper, and neither of those concerns what my coworkers think about my personal life. I admire and respect you and if you’d prefer a nicer building, I’ll take you across town, but the food and the service won’t be as good.” She shrugged one shoulder. “Your choice.”
 
   He didn’t give a rat’s ass where they ate so long as he got to look into those eyes and feed another fantasy. She was still pissed about the Dyer thing, and, like Quarters had mentioned back in the parking garage, she had been shot at earlier. With a sawed-off double-barreled cop killer. That wasn’t an experience most people shrugged off easily. Even experienced agents like him. 
 
   On top of that, she was still upset about her bosses’—former bosses, now—poor judgment calls. What she needed was a hot dinner and a cold beer. “Are we going to stand here in the freezing cold and yak at each other, Agent Davenport, or are we going to go in and eat?”
 
   Cooper let her lead him between two pickup trucks and fell into step beside her. “I’ll see what I can do about getting you a job when I get back to California.”
 
   She stopped and turned her gorgeous eyes on him. “Technically, I didn’t quit.”
 
   “Could have fooled me.”
 
   “I only quit the Des Moines unit. Says so in my written resignation. Tomorrow I’ll place a few calls, see where I can transfer to. This was never meant to be a permanent assignment and I’m done hiding. And just so you know, if there’s an opening on your taskforce any time soon, I plan to fill it.”
 
   No doubt about it, Celina always gave it to him straight. Not an ounce of coyness when she knew what she wanted. “Look,” Cooper started, but she cut in.
 
   “I know what you’re going to say. That I can’t come back yet, but—”
 
   Now Cooper cut in on her. “I apologize for being a rude ass earlier today,” he said, before he could talk himself out of it. “And I’m sorry I never called and told you about Dyer.”
 
   Her surprise was genuine. One glossy corner of her mouth rose. “Really?”
 
   Shifting his weight, Cooper tried not to appreciate the relief in her eyes too much. He’d said what he’d wanted to. If he were a smart man, he’d forget about having dinner with her and head back to the hotel. Time and distance hadn’t changed the fact that she was still too young for him and he still wanted her too damn much.
 
   If he were a smart man. “Yes, Celina, really.”
 
   “Okay then,” she said, giving him a wink. “Are we going to stand here and yak all night, Agent Harris, or are we going to eat?”
 
   The place was cleaner and neater than Cooper had expected. The smell of seared meat and stale beer mixed with cigarette smoke. A lone mariachi player strummed a guitar in the far corner, a man and a woman moving in time to the guitar player’s rhythm on a miniscule square of floor in front of him. 
 
   There was a host, a guy who’d tried to make up for his lack of stature by beefing up his biceps. Cooper gave him a back-off narrowing of his eyes after the guy looked Celina over. Leaving her name with the host, Celina motioned Cooper to the bar area. Finding a high table at one end of the room, they ordered drinks from a stocky waitress who left them a basket of freshly fried tortilla chips. 
 
   Celina shrugged off her jacket and hung it on the back of her chair before sprinkling salt liberally over the chips in the basket between them. “Have you ever been shot?” 
 
   Cooper helped himself to a chip and dipped it in the salsa bowl. “Twice. Knifed twice too. Twenty-seven stitches on top of the knife wounds. Took a nail in my foot from a pneumatic nail gun once. Broke a rib and bruised a couple others.”
 
   Celina stopped chewing. Swallowed, her eyes doubling in her face. “Jesus, Cooper. All in the line of duty?”
 
   He shrugged. “Just doin’ my job.”
 
   “Sounds like you’re lucky to be alive.”
 
   He’d seen twilight a few times. Hated the thought of dying almost as much as he hated drug dealers and murderers. “I am.”
 
   The drinks arrived and he tried not to watch the way Celina licked salt off the rim of her margarita glass while she watched him over it. “Ever think about quitting?”
 
   “Only after Dyer was injured.”
 
   “Because you felt responsible.”
 
   “Hell, yes,” Cooper said. “I was responsible.”
 
   Celina started to argue, seemed to think better of it, and took a sip through her straw. “Ever had your boss insist you do something you knew was stupid?”
 
   Picking up the bottle of hot sauce, he poured a generous amount into the salsa bowl, fished another tortilla chip out of the basket and tested it. Better. “Sure.”
 
   “And?” She gave him a go on look.
 
   “First time, I was a rookie like you; only I was a street cop. I helped some detectives on my beat find a serial killer, big guy, ex-heavyweight champ, bigger than me. Abducted teenage girls in fast food parking lots and took them home. McKiller we dubbed him.”
 
   He chewed, swallowed. “Guy dumped their bodies in abandoned buildings around L.A. once he got his rocks off. We got evidence tying him to three murders, had an arrest warrant, but the detective in charge was a scrawny guy. Called me in for backup to take out the front door and McKiller at the same time. From the evidence I’d gathered, I thought McKiller might have another kid in his house, possibly still alive. If we busted in, the girl might die. I wanted to sneak in through a basement window and try to save the kid first. Detective axed the idea, told me if we didn’t hit McKiller front and back doors, he might get away and more kids would end up dead. I took the front door, ended up chasing the guy to the basement. Took a healthy beating.”
 
   “But you caught him?”
 
   “Yes,” Cooper said, but hated admitting the rest. “But he killed the girl in the basement before I even got down the steps.”
 
   “Damn,” Celina swore under her breath.
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   They sat in silence for a minute, the music from the guitar player and the conversation of the few scattered diners rising and falling around them. “That’s why you’re such a good boss,” she said. “You listen to your agents. Respect their gut feelings and don’t put them in no-win situations.”
 
   It would have been easy to let her think he was the perfect boss she described, but it wasn’t true. “I’ve learned a lot of lessons through the years, Celina. Some of them the hard way, but the School of Hard Knocks is an effective teacher. The Academy teaches you what to do in the field. Hard Knocks teaches you what not to do in the field. Both are important.”
 
   Celina tried out his salsa, spilling a drop on the table and another on her chin. She licked sauce off her bottom lip, and then reached for her drink. Taking a long sip, she blinked tears out of her eyes and wiped off her chin with a napkin. “Forester and Quarters put me on administrative leave when I questioned their motivation today.”
 
   “On what charges?”
 
   She ticked the offenses off on her fingers. “Incompetence. Defiance of a direct order. Entering scene of a take-down unarmed. Endangering life of another agent. Failure to announce to criminal I was FBI. Failure to instruct criminal to put down his weapon.” She grabbed another chip, pointed at the air. “That one really got me. When exactly was I supposed to instruct Jagger to put his weapon down? The moment he opened the door? The moment I jumped off the porch? I didn’t even know he was in there, much less that he had a weapon the size of Forester’s ass pointed at me.”
 
   Cooper laughed. And then sighed. “I know you don’t want to hear this, but they’re right on most of those counts.”
 
   She bristled. “If I had known Jagger was in the house—”
 
   “You still would have tried to offer yourself as a hostage for those kids.”
 
   “Yes,” she nodded. “But I would have been waving a Maxim magazine instead of an Avon catalog.”
 
   Her selfless bravery, even though misguided, impressed him. And equally scared the hell out of him. “Don’t make logic calls based on emotions. It will get you killed.”
 
   “So save my own skin and let the kids become hostages.”
 
   He wasn’t going to win this argument. Didn’t stop him from trying. “You plan for the worst-case scenario but you don’t walk in and cause it. Forget Jagger. What if Richardson had grabbed you, shot Ronni, and still held her kids in that house? Refused to let them go, knowing she had the upper hand, because now she had an FBI agent. She could have demanded whatever she wanted and, in the end, still killed you. The FBI and SWAT teams would’ve had to rush the house at some point and the kids might have died along with you. Your sacrifice would have been for nothing.”
 
   Celina’s eyes were on the tabletop. She swirled her drink with the straw. Poked at the chips before teasing one out of the pile. “Okay, maybe I messed up. You’ve never done anything stupid based on emotion?”
 
   Cooper didn’t want to talk about what had happened after the doctors told Dyer he’d never walk again, but he knew Celina was smart enough and connected enough in the Federal world to find out. “I punched out my unit chief right after you left town.”
 
   Celina choked on her chip. “You punched out your unit chief,” she repeated deadpan.
 
   “She didn’t take it well.” Cooper shrugged. “Got a little miffed.”
 
   “She? Your unit chief is a woman?”
 
   “Lana has a black belt and bench presses two hundred pounds without breaking a sweat. Don’t cut her any slack because she’s female.” Cooper took a swig of his beer. “She didn’t cut you any during the Londano operation. She had everyone convinced you were sleeping with Emilio to get the goods on him.”
 
   Celina’s smile faltered and Cooper wish he’d kept that to himself. “It’s my fault Dyer ended up paralyzed,” he said, bringing the subject back on track. “From the information you forwarded to us from Emilio’s e-mails, we had the details of loads and money shipments of all his cocaine and meth cells working in the United States. We knew the how, when, and where of every batch, right down to the markings on the packages. We even had the necessary search and arrest warrants. What we didn’t have was the go ahead from above.
 
   “As you know, it was a career-making case for people in both the FBI and DEA camps. The SCVC taskforce was ready to move in based on your first batch of information, but Lana wouldn’t let us. She wanted more evidence to be sure there would be a successful prosecution. I got fed up hearing that. I was obsessed about the case and I was worried Valquis was going to dig deep enough to figure out you weren’t Celina Mendez. After your second batch of info came through, I made the call to grab Emilio and I followed you instead of backing up Dyer. It was the biggest mistake of my life.”
 
   “But why did you punch out Lana?”
 
   The beer from his next pull tasted flat in his mouth. “After the case was over, I was at the hospital with Dyer. We knew he was permanently paralyzed, and there wasn’t much to say, but I went to sit with him, just to be there. I didn’t know how to say I was sorry, you know? And I didn’t want him to think I was deserting him. 
 
   “Anyway, not even ten hours after the doctors tell Dyer he’ll never walk again, Lana shows up with your section agent, Quarters. They weren’t there to see Dyer, to see how he was holding up. They walked into the room, Lana waving a piece of paper in my face and reading me the riot act. Seems my years of 24/7 work on the San Diego Mafia and the loss of my partner weren’t enough to warrant any slack from her. She hunted me down that day to bust my balls for forgetting to fill out an expense form.”
 
   Celina made a face. “Ouch. Definitely insensitive on her part, but punching her out had to screw up your career plans, didn’t it, Cooper? You’re the best agent the DEA has in the Southwest quadrant in this century. You were on the fast track to becoming a unit chief yourself.”
 
   Cooper dug into the chips and salsa again, hiding his annoyance. Lana had been so embarrassed, she’d hid the incident for the most part, stabbing him in the back instead. “I never wanted to be a unit chief. The taskforce is where the action is.” He chewed, swallowed. “And quit already with the brown-nosing. It’s not going to get you back on my team any faster.”
 
   “Are you denying you’re that good?” she teased.
 
   “No,” he answered. “I’m not denying that I’m good at what I do.”
 
   “Let me guess, you’re gifted with some kind of primal gut instinct that never lets you down.”
 
   Picking up his beer, he pointed the neck of the bottle at her. “That’s bullshit and you know it. Gut instinct only carries you so far. Discipline and constant training are the keys to staying alive out there.”
 
   The hostess called Celina’s name and they gathered their drinks and followed her. She seated them in a booth at the far back corner, opposite the guitarist and near the back exit. Cooper maneuvered around Celina so he could sit in the booth with his back to the wall. “What’s good?” he asked, surveying the menu.
 
   “If you want Mexican,” she said, picking up her own menu, “the arroz con pollo is pretty good, but since you’re in Iowa, I recommend the steak. You don’t get beef in California like you do here, no matter what the farmers claim.” 
 
   After the waitress took their order, they listened to the guitar music and talked about restaurants they knew from Santa Cruz to San Diego, the new governor, and the Padres latest losing streak. “Sounds like you miss California,” Cooper said.
 
   She nodded. “Especially the ocean. I’d love to get back to Santa Cruz to see the migrating whales next year.”
 
   “So come back. Looks like you have some time off right now. Be a good time to buddy up to Director Dupé. He always needs desk help with his cold cases.”
 
   “Ha, ha.” Celina sighed, then met his gaze head on. “I want to come back and work for you.”
 
   “I’m heading back to California tomorrow. It’s still too dangerous for you to work with me, but I’ll call Dupé if you want. See if I can at least help you get back to the area.” 
 
   Those beautiful eyes lit up, but before she could comment, their food arrived. The waitress refilled their drinks and left them to eat. 
 
   Cooper’s steak bled pink as he cut into the prime cut. “What are you scared of?” he asked, shoving a thick piece of the medium rare meat into his mouth. As promised, it was delicious.
 
   Celina opened up her chicken wrap and stuck a strip of the grilled meat in her mouth. “What?”
 
   “You said earlier there were only two things you were scared of.”
 
   “Oh.” She licked her fingers. “That.”
 
   Cooper chewed slowly and cut another piece. “So? What are the two things?”
 
   She played with her food for a minute, salting her refried beans and scraping the chopped tomato out of the wrap with her fork. “I’m scared that Emilio will kill me.”
 
   “He’s in North Platte with a life sentence and no chance of parole.”
 
   Celina picked bits of jalapeño out of her rice. “Yeah, I know. But with his connections and his money, it wouldn’t take all that much for him to break out of prison.”
 
   For someone with her Cuban roots, she sure shies away from the hot stuff. “Not his style,” he said. “It’d be easier for him to just pay one of his goons on the outside to do it.”
 
   Mixing the doctored rice with her refried beans, Celina took a bite and shook her head. “I don’t think so. He would want to do it himself. Make it personal, you know?”
 
   He did know. Cooper wasn’t afraid of Emilio, but he understood Celina’s fear. Somewhere down the road, Emilio could conceivably do his time and get out of jail. The California penal system was so full of prisoners, even murderers got out early on good behavior these days.
 
   Adding a shot of hot sauce to his rice, Cooper took a bite, knowing that he would tear Emilio limb from limb if he ever so much as looked at Celina.
 
   She exhaled and took a drink of her margarita. “I had to give a deposition for them to use in Emilio’s trial. I’d been here in Des Moines about three weeks when Dominic Quarters got a call from Director Dupé. Emilio wanted to see me. His lawyer had contacted the FBI office and told them Emilio was willing to give up information about some of his contacts in South America, but the only person he would talk to was me. I had to give my deposition anyway, so I went.”
 
   Cooper stopped eating. Tried to sound entirely normal as his steak suddenly felt like a lead brick in his stomach. “You visited Emilio in prison?”
 
   She stared at her plate. “I wasn’t given a choice.” 
 
   Cooper put down his fork, not sure who he was going to tear limb from limb first, Quarters or Emilio. “Did he threaten you?”
 
   She shook her head slowly. After a glance at the dancing couple, she said, “He told me he loved me.”
 
   Cooper tried to snort in disbelief, but found himself unable to force anything from between his clenched teeth.
 
   Celina’s gaze met his briefly before she glanced away again. “I had taken several photos of him a few days before the arrest was made. Just a couple of black and white shots of him at his desk and one shot of him with some of the kids in his old neighborhood. He paid a guy to drive an ice cream truck through the streets and he paid for all the ice cream the local kids could eat. He was their hero.” Her voice drifted off, her eyes not seeing the couple on the dance floor. “That day at North Platte Correctional Facility, I looked at Emilio and saw a different man. His empire was gone. The business, the estate, all the people and things he cared about. He wanted copies of those photos to hang up in his jail cell. Reminders, I suppose, of all he’d lost.”
 
   “And you sent them to him?”
 
   “I had a set on me. To give to Dupé if he wanted them.”
 
   The snort of disgust cleared Cooper’s lips. He wanted to slam his fist on the table at her naivety. “So you bought Emilio’s spiel and gave him the pictures.”
 
   “No,” she said. “I traded them for information.”
 
   That shut him up for a minute and turned his irritation into confusion. “Information on what?”
 
   Celina shook her head. “I traded the photos for information on Enrique’s whereabouts.”
 
   Hel-lo. Celina had just surprised him again. “You got the info on Mexico City.” Coming out of his mouth, it still seemed too good to be true. His rookie Fed was the mysterious informant that had helped him find Enrique’s hiding place. Why hadn’t Lana told him?
 
   Unfortunately, Enrique had been dead by the time Cooper arrived. Toasted to a crisp in his house. Cooper guessed Petero Valquis had personally poured the accelerant on him before tossing the lighted match in his lap.
 
   Celina smiled, the pink lip gloss gone. “It was too little too late, I’m afraid.”
 
   Cooper waved her off. They ate in silence for several seconds. “So what’s the second thing you’re scared of?”
 
   Celina’s hand stopped midway to her mouth. “That Valquis will hunt me down.”
 
   “Val was killed in the skirmish outside Mexico City by two federales. He can’t hurt you, Celina. He’s dead, too.”
 
   She twirled the liquid in her margarita glass. “Not in my nightmares,” she murmured. “In those, he’s still very much alive.”
 
   Memories flashed through Cooper’s mind. A family of four whose father was a mule for the Londano operation brutalized and murdered. Dyer’s limp body. Enrique’s crispy remains. “Mine, too,” Cooper told her. “Mine, too.”
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   Celina never imagined that morning when she left her apartment that she’d be returning that night with Cooper Harris in tow. After her really sucky day, this was an unbelievably good thing. 
 
   Too good to be true, in fact.
 
   It was past midnight; she and Cooper had discussed the San Diego operation during most of dinner. Over a shared fried ice cream, Cooper had entertained her with stories of some of his daring take-downs that she had no doubt he’d embellished, but that pleased her. He didn’t need to impress her—she was putty in his hands and he knew it—and yet he had tried to anyway. And then, when their waitress had politely asked them to leave since it was past closing time, Cooper had offered, without any goading, to see her home.
 
   As she parked the Civic at the snow-packed curb half a block from the entrance to her apartment building, she did a mental scan of her one-room efficiency apartment. Bed: unmade. Couch: cluttered with Elle and Vogue and her camera. Kitchen sink: full of bowls and silverware. Refrigerator: one Diet Dew and a half-eaten yogurt. Bathroom: fairly clean except for the pile of clothes on the floor.
 
   In her fantasies where Cooper came home with her, it was a warm Southern California night. Her place, two blocks from the ocean, was spotless and smelled like homemade chocolate chip cookies. The refrigerator held Cooper’s favorite beverage—Corona—and plenty of fresh limes. A modest display of her best photographs were hung and spotlighted on various walls. The drawer of her bedside table contained a healthy stack of condoms. 
 
    She was dressed in a sexy, cleavage-enhancing black silk dress with a coordinating black lace bra and underwear. Cooper, so entranced with her beauty and wit, couldn’t keep his hands off her as she fumbled with her keys to unlock the door…
 
   A knock on the car window jolted Celina back to the present. Cooper stood beside the car, snowflakes falling on his hair. The streetlight at the end of the block threw shadows on him but Celina could see one of his brows lifted in question. She yanked the parking brake and grabbed the keys out of the ignition.
 
   “You okay?” Cooper asked as she emerged from the car.
 
   “Fine.” Boy, if that wasn’t a total understatement. Every last one of her cells vibrated with anticipation. She was finally, finally going to have Cooper Harris all to herself, and she refused to worry about the state of her apartment or her mismatched underwear and bra. She’d missed him so much it hurt, and he was going back to California tomorrow. Today, actually. She had a few more hours with him. That would have to be enough for now.
 
   He fell into step beside her on the sidewalk. Pushing the front door open to the entryway, Celina looked back over her shoulder at Cooper as she headed for the stairs. “Hope you’re up for a hike. I’m on the top floor and there’s no eleva—” 
 
   The word died on her tongue. Cooper wasn’t following her. He’d stopped in the doorway.
 
   “It was good seeing you again, Celina.” His eyes took a slow tour of her body. “Real good. But I’m not coming up. It’s late and we both have a long day ahead of us, so I’ll say goodnight here. When you get back to California, come see me.”
 
   Celina’s heart fell an inch in her chest. No, no, no. “But you…but I…” She couldn’t find the right words to make him stay. “You’re kidding me. Even after tonight, you’re going to walk away?”
 
   “What? I’m not sure I follow.”
 
   The talking. The bragging. The flirting. All through dinner she’d known Cooper wanted her. She’d seen the way his eyes lingered on her mouth. Felt that incredible heat across the table. Every time he listened to her talk, even when she was talking about something as mundane as her new addiction to Whitey’s ice cream, his eyes undressed her. He seemed especially entranced when she mentioned picking the miniature peanut butter cups out of her Moose Tracks ice cream and eating those first. 
 
   “You know what,” Celina said, exasperated. “This is the part where you walk me up to my apartment and I invite you inside. You ignore the unmade bed and the dishes in the sink and the fact that I’m wearing a white bra that doesn’t match my tiger-striped bikinis. And then you miss your flight back to California in the morning because you’re still here. Upstairs. In my apartment. With me.”
 
   “Celina,” he started, but she cut him off. 
 
   “Don’t.” Her heart couldn’t take his gentle rejection. Not again. Not after this crushing day of bullshit. “I don’t want to hear The Speech.”
 
   “I’m not the guy –”
 
   “Stop.” She shook her head, pinched her eyes closed for a moment. “I know this part by heart. ‘I’m thirty-eight. You’re twenty-four. I’m DEA. You’re a Fed. You’re part of my team. I can’t and won’t sleep with a subordinate. I won’t break the rules.’” Celina opened her eyes. “But, wait, I’m not your subordinate anymore, Cooper. Remember? You kicked me off your team. You won’t be breaking any laws, moral or otherwise, if you come upstairs.”
 
   Cooper’s eyes had gone dark and Celina could see he was working hard not to sound pissed when he answered her. Since pissed was his normal MO, there was a definite strain in his voice. “I didn’t personally kick you off the taskforce. That decision was made by Dupé immediately following the Time magazine cover and I concurred with his opinion that you were then ineffective as an undercover agent for my group.”
 
   He paused, ran a hand over his face. “And even though I’m no longer your boss, I still feel responsible for your career.”
 
   “God!” Celina slapped the handrail with her gloved hand. “You are so full of crap. You’re not worried about my career – heck, I don’t even have a job at the moment. You care about your career. You’re afraid having any kind of relationship with a rookie agent like me will scandalize your precious reputation as the SCVC’s agent-in-charge.”
 
   “It’s a school-girl crush, Celina, and it would be wrong of me to take advantage of that.”
 
   “School-girl crush?” The accusation slammed her in the stomach. “You think I’m infatuated with you because I’m too young to know what I want?”
 
   Cooper stepped inside the doorway, the door shutting with a jerk on squeaky hinges behind him. His voice came out low, controlled. “I’ve spent the last ten years with the DEA working my ass off to get where I am, Celina. I deserve the commendations in my personnel file and the respect of my team as well as my superiors. Your career is just getting started and you’re already on thin ice after the media coverage you received on the Londano bust. Now you’ve quit Quarters’ team. The last thing you need is a relationship with me.”
 
   Celina hung her head and looked at her wet boots. “The last thing you need is me,” she countered. She lifted her head and met his gaze again. “So you flirt with me, lead me on all night, and then when you have the chance to make your move, you chicken out. You are so freakin’ unbelievable, Cooper Harris.”
 
   She blinked away the hurt she was feeling. If she could just get him upstairs, she could make him forget his damn logic. She could make him smile and laugh and look at her the way he had over his steak. “Who’s going to know if you come upstairs? You’re two thousand miles from home. No one will know this night happened except you and me.”
 
   “Celina? Is that you?” a voice said from the hallway.
 
   Recognizing the woman’s voice, Celina sighed and leaned over the stair rail to greet her landlady. “Hi, Linda. Did we wake you?”
 
   The forty-something woman rubbed her eyes before cinching her robe tighter and stepping down the hall. Her permed brown hair was flattened on one side, sticking out on the other. “Is everything all right?” 
 
   “Everything’s fine,” Celina lied. “I’m sorry we woke you. We didn’t wake Jacob, did we?”
 
   Linda shook her head, looked at Cooper. Ran a hand through her hair before holding it out to him. “Linda Findley.”
 
   Cooper shook Linda’s hand as Celina finished introductions. “How is Jacob?”
 
   “He has to be in Iowa City for his pre-surgical blood work at eight a.m. We should leave here by six, but if this snow doesn’t quit soon, I won’t be able to get the car out.” She shook her head and ran a hand through her hair again. “I knew I should have taken him out today and stayed in that hotel near the hospital, but I didn’t want to spend the money. A night in a hotel costs as much as a month’s worth of his anti-seizure medication. But, now…” her voice trailed off. “If I have to postpone that surgery, it will be weeks before he can get his hip fixed.”
 
   Breathing out a sigh, Linda explained the situation to Cooper. “My son has cerebral palsy. His muscles and bones don’t grow at the same rate. He’s had two surgeries already, but his right hip bone keeps dislocating.”
 
   “The snow plows are out but the roads are slippery,” Cooper said. “Do you have anyone who can go with you? Help you out if you have trouble?”
 
   Linda shook her head. “Jacob’s dad left me shortly after Jacob was born. It’s just me and him.”
 
   “If you need help,” Celina told her, “or a ride, call me. I know the local sheriff and can pull some strings. We’ll get Jacob to his appointment.”
 
   Linda laid her hand on top of Celina’s gloved one, smiled up at her. “Thank you, Celina. I appreciate all you’ve done for Jacob already.” She leaned in closer, spoke in a sotto voce voice. “I believe you might be busy come six o’clock.” With a wink, she left Celina and Cooper alone.
 
   They stared at each other in silence. Cooper had shut down. He stood expressionless, just staring at her. 
 
   “I have to go,” he said too abruptly. “Take care of yourself.”
 
   Celina watched him walk out the door into the snowy night. Sliding down to sit on the step, she closed her eyes and buried her face in her mittens. Unbelievable.
 
    
 
    
 
   Cooper sat in the Durango, defroster on high, windshield wipers scraping across the ice frozen on his windshield. He’d brushed some of the snow off with the arm of his jacket, but his fingers froze in under thirty seconds in the blowing wind and he’d hopped inside the SUV for shelter. He was completely underdressed for a Midwestern snowstorm. Completely unprepared for Mother Nature’s raw pillage of the world around him.
 
   Completely unprepared for the assault on his senses Celina caused.
 
   Unprepared was not in his vocabulary. Angry with himself, he dropped his fingers from the vent covers and sat back. It was going to be a few minutes before the Durango was clear enough for him to drive safely. He should check his cell phone. He’d shut it off before arriving at the Mexican place for dinner. No doubt, Thomas had already called to find out where he was, what he was doing since he hadn’t made it back to the hotel. He also needed to program the vehicle’s GPS to guide him from Celina’s street to the hotel since he didn’t know the area and couldn’t get his bearings at night in the middle of a blizzard.
 
   It all seemed like too much work. Telling himself it had been a long day and he was tired, Cooper watched a snowplow’s running lights inch down the street toward him in his rearview. No way did his reluctance to join the real world have anything to do with Celina. No way was his refusal to play with fire making him feel less honorable instead of more.
 
   Cooper stared at the entry door to Celina’s building. He’d done exactly what Celina accused him of…flirting, bragging, charming her pants off. For a few hours, he’d relaxed. Enjoyed his dinner. Laughed a couple times. Desperate not to end the night, he’d offered to see her home, but on the drive to her apartment, all the reasons he’d used before to stay away from her surfaced. He’d tamped them down, ignored them, but they wouldn’t go away. When the time came to actually take her pants off, he’d chickened out. 
 
   The snowplow drove by, an inch of snow arcing over the Durango. Cooper swore under his breath as the wipers made another pass and failed to clear the glass. His wheels were now sitting in several inches of snow. If he didn’t leave now, he’d be stuck there until morning.
 
   Stuck in bed with Celina. The thought hit him with the force of a body slam, just like the waves he often rode on his surfboard. 
 
   He could, right now, touch Celina, make love to her, wipe the hurt off The New Face of the FBI, and replace it with happiness. What the hell was wrong with him that he would pass that up? When had he lost his ability to throw caution to the wind and actually live his life? He’d been dancing with the devil for too long. It was making him old and…careful. Too careful. There were no guarantees. Tomorrow he could be in a wheelchair like Dyer. Or worse. He might die having passed up the best night of his life.
 
   The snow was coming down harder and Celina’s opinion that no one would know where or how he spent the night echoed in his head. “Okay, Mother Nature,” he said aloud to the snow falling outside. “You win.”
 
   Inside the entryway, Celina was sitting on the second step, head down, face covered with her mittens. Cooper’s breath caught in his throat. She was crying.
 
   Over him.
 
   Another slam of emotions hit him. All this time, he’d kept his distance from her through sheer will power. Seeing her slumped on the stairs, crying because he’d hurt her, did him in. He tried to speak her name, found his throat closed tight. 
 
   The door hinge squeaked behind him as he let it shut, and slowly, ever so slowly, Celina raised her face out of her mittens and looked at him. 
 
   Tears clung to her eyelashes and her cheeks were moist. But her eyes – damn. Hurt, sadness, confusion mixing in as second by second quietly ticked by.
 
   Cooper found his legs moving forward, his body crouching in front of her. He raised one of his frozen fingers to her cheek and wiped at the tear running down it. Her skin was smooth and soft and oh, so warm under his fingertip. 
 
   She turned her head into his hand and his finger fell next to her lips. Still speechless, Cooper let his finger touch the outside corner of her frown. Her lips parted on an intake of breath and he slid his finger across her full bottom lip. 
 
   He found his voice, but it was ragged. “God, I want you.”
 
   And then she was kissing him, her lips fire against his. He kissed her back, pushing his body against hers to counterbalance her weight as she threw her arms around his neck. He grabbed the solid wooden spindle of the stair ballast with one hand, the back of her head with the other. His fingers slipped under the knit cap to tangle in her hair.
 
   She drew him against her as she leaned back on the stairs, and he cupped her head to keep it from banging on the edge of the wooden stair behind her. Her tongue was shooting fire inside his mouth, and sweet Jesus, she tasted like spicy salsa and salty limes. Why had he waited so long to do this?
 
   Because he was a stupid, stupid man.
 
   Celina, still kissing the hell out of him, opened his coat. Her mittens were off and her cool fingertips brushed his neck, sending electric sensations shooting right to his groin. He pulled back from her lips and choked out her name, “Celina.”
 
   Her eyes opened to his, and she seemingly read his mind. “Right,” she said, her breath soft on his face. “Not here. Upstairs.”
 
   He nodded, and rising, guided her to her feet. She picked up her hat and gloves, danced up the stairs toward the next landing. His cock was harder than granite and he tried unsuccessfully to rearrange it inside his pants as he watched her heart-shaped ass disappear around the corner. 
 
   He ran seven miles a day, surfed when he could, and put in three to six hours a week on the mat in hand-to-hand combat training. But three flights of stairs with a hard-on made him seriously question his stamina.
 
   Until he made it to the top and Celina turned from inserting the key in her apartment door’s lock, giving him that wicked smile of hers, all sex and heat and, Jesus—
 
   He was on her before she could turn the knob. 
 
   Pressing her against the door, he kissed her, unzipping her leather coat and shoving his hands inside, past the lining, warm from her body heat, past her shoulder holster and straight to her waist. Fingers working on their own accord tickled her ribs and cupped her breasts. She moaned as his thumbs brushed over her hard nipples.
 
   The door opened, and in they went, sliding off of it. Celina closing it. Cooper pinning her to the inside.
 
   The apartment was dark, but a large west-facing picture window let in enough light for Cooper to see that the wicked smile was still on Celina’s face. She wound a leg around him as her hands unzipped his coat the rest of the way. He let it fall to the floor. 
 
   Her coat followed. Then her shoulder holster with a dull thud as it hit the ground. His echoed it.
 
   Thirty seconds later, her jeans were next to the jacket. Together they pushed her turtleneck up and off her head and Cooper ran his fingers over the lacy white bra filled to capacity with soft skin. She unzipped his pants as he groped her breasts, and Cooper absorbed her moan as she rose up on tippy-toes, straining to take him in. 
 
   One logical neuron was still firing in his brain. Heady from the intensity, it was all he could do to pull a condom from his wallet and cover himself. It took two tries to open the damn package, mostly because Celina removed her bra and Cooper’s knees went weak from the sight of those plump breasts and dark nipples. As he yanked the condom on, she dropped her bikinis to the floor. Cooper palmed each side of Celina’s bottom as she opened herself to him, her sock-clad feet wrapping around his hips. 
 
   Just like in his fantasies, Cooper took her hard, the fire inside him rushing to climax, almost violent in its animalistic need. 
 
   Celina took everything he gave and wanted more. She bucked and pushed and grabbed and met every thrust with equal enthusiasm. 
 
   Her release came swiftly. She cried his name into the dark apartment, burying her fingernails into his shoulders as she arched against him. Three strokes later, Cooper’s own release hit him like a tsunami, knocking his equilibrium into a tailspin, his breath from his chest. He held her against the door for long moments, legs shaking from the exertion.
 
   In the aftermath, they left the lights off and their clothes on the floor, climbing into Celina’s bed. She snuggled against him, her smile now one of contentment. 
 
   Cooper fell asleep, only to awake a short while later to Celina’s lips on his chest working their way downward. As she slid a trail of kisses down his stomach and, ahh, God, made contact under the covers, Cooper buried his hands in her hair and watched the snow falling soundlessly outside the window.
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   Celina felt like she’d just closed her eyes when her cell phone on the nightstand rang. Her body, deeply satiated and tired, was rolling onto its side and reaching for it before her brain caught up. The apartment was still dark; her eyes automatically scanned the red numbers of her alarm clock; 5:35. 
 
   This can’t be good.
 
   She interrupted the phone’s second ring, rubbing her eyes, and dropping her head back on the pillow. “Hello?” she said, only then realizing Cooper wasn’t beside her.
 
   Where was he? Her fingers felt the pillow, still indented from his head. It was cold. Her eyes went to the bathroom, noted the door was open and there was no light on. The voice in her ear spoke in a low, quiet tone. “Sleeping well?”
 
   Celina blinked and raised herself up on one elbow, goose bumps rising on her arms. Her brain absently noted Cooper’s clothes were gone from the floor. Gun, jacket. Everything.
 
   The voice came again. “Do you ever dream about me, Celina?”
 
   Her brain engaged, her breath stopping in her chest. She sat straight up, any residue of sleep gone with the thudding of her heart. She knew the voice on the phone as well as her own. 
 
   “Why are you calling me?” A whisper that gave away her surprise. Her eyes flew to the red numbers again, double-checking the time. What prisoner had phone privileges at that time in the morning? “How did you get my number?”
 
   “Did you think you were safe from me in Iowa? Did you think I wouldn’t find you if you ran?”
 
   Swinging her legs over the edge of the bed, Celina was up and moving—no direction at first, but moving all the same thanks to a sudden rush of adrenaline. She cradled the phone between her ear and shoulder and reached for her yoga pants. The clothes she’d worn the previous night were lying neatly folded on the couch. Her gun rested on top of the pile. 
 
   She slipped a T-shirt over her head, wanting to hang up—to sever the hold Emilio suddenly had on her through the phone line—but stopped herself. She grabbed the gun out of its holster and paced to the picture window to look out. The snow had stopped and the traffic lights below blinked their colors over empty streets packed white. Several cars parked along the street curbs were running, exhaust floating in the icy air in clouds as their owners brushed snow and scraped ice. 
 
   Taking a quiet breath, Celina forced herself to stay calm. Emilio Londano was not outside. He was four hundred miles away in a maximum security penitentiary. And apparently, he’d bribed a guard for a ten minute call. 
 
   But where was Cooper? 
 
   “I don’t dream about you, Emilio.” Her voice sounded strong. He has no hold on me.
 
   Moving around her small apartment, she double checked locks and looked for the note she was sure Cooper—the lousy rat—had left her. “And I didn’t run from California,” she added, knowing that Emilio loved to play intimidation games. He wanted to scare her, but she knew he couldn’t hurt her. 
 
   Cooper, on the other hand … Celina shut down the sudden pain in her chest. “The Bureau transferred me to Des Moines. A job transfer, that’s all. It had nothing, nothing,” she emphasized the word again, “to do with you.”
 
   Emilio chuckled. “Ah, Celina. The consummate liar. You’re very good at it. Do they teach you that in the FBI?”
 
   Her reply was curt. “Among other things.”
 
   There was a sound on Emilio’s end, like a match striking. She heard him inhale, wondering where this conversation was going, wondering when he took up smoking cigarettes. For him it had always been cigars, Cuban. Cigarettes were another hazard of prison life, she supposed. 
 
   “So they teach you how to carry an alias and lie,” he said on the exhale. “How to hold a gun to a man’s heart after you’ve fucked him over. But what do they teach you about fear?” 
 
   She leaned her back against the wall, a path of sweat icing her spine. This time she gave him the truth. “They teach you to face it. Overcome it. Use it.”
 
   “Is that what you’re doing right now?” Another inhale. “Pacing around your apartment, checking locks. Are you facing your fear of me, Celina?”
 
   Her breath stopped in her chest as her brain fired a clear warning to her body. How would he know I’m pacing and checking locks? Pushing off the wall, she took the safety off her gun. “Where are you?” 
 
   Emilio made a noise in his throat, a guarded laugh. “Does the FBI teach you about revenge?” His voice was soft again but no less dangerous. “Do they teach you how to avoid falling into the hands of the criminal you sent to prison? The man who is now so close he can smell you?” 
 
   Every cell in Celina’s body froze. This had to be a game. “What do you want?”
 
   Emilio’s next words caught her off balance, almost sent her to her knees. “Your boyfriend is outside shoveling snow. I’m going to slice his throat and then,” the low laugh again. “I’m coming for you. You, I’ll take more time with.”
 
   Forcing her knees to hold her up, Celina raised her gun and pointed it at the door, already moving to open it. “Goddamn it, Emilio, where are you?”
 
   The only answer she got as she opened the door was the faint smell of cigarette smoke as the line went dead.
 
   Tripping down the stairs, Celina hit the front door at full speed, gun raised. The sun was clearing the horizon, clouds dimming its light. It was cold, damn cold, but Celina only felt the cold inside her, fingers of dread closing around her heart. Cooper’s black SUV was still parked halfway down the block where he’d left it last night behind her Civic. 
 
   “Cooper!” she screamed as her bare feet sunk in six inches of white fluff. She turned in circles scanning the sidewalk, the street, the rooftops of the buildings, the gun following her gaze. “Cooper!”
 
   A motor was running a few yards away. Linda was vigorously scraping ice off the windshield, but stopped when she saw Celina running toward her. “What are you doing out here in your pj’s?” 
 
   “Linda, get in the building. Now.”
 
   Snow sailed through the air into the street and then Cooper’s head appeared on the other side of Linda’s car. His eyes took in her face and her drawn weapon. “What’s wrong?”
 
   There was a man walking down the sidewalk, covered from head to toe in Carhartt coveralls, a red knit cap, and a scarf wound around his face. The only thing Celina could see were his eyes, slit against the cold and watching her intently. He slowed his pace and eyed her gun. His hands were buried in his pockets. 
 
   “Stop,” Celina commanded, training the gun on him. 
 
   He jumped back, hands going up in the air. “What the hell?”
 
   Cooper pushed Linda in front of him toward the apartment. His gun replaced the shovel in his hand as he moved next to Celina. “Tell me what’s going on.”
 
   “Emilio.” But the man in front of her was taller than Cooper. Even in the coveralls, she could tell he was heavier too. She leaned in and looked at his eyes. 
 
   His eyes weren’t Emilio’s. Celina slid her gun off to the side. “Sorry,” she said, waving him on.
 
   He took off at a jog, looking back over his shoulder at her as he ran away. 
 
   There was not even a hint of sunlight to reflect on metal today. No sign of anyone in the windows across the street. Celina turned in circles. “He’s here, watching you.” 
 
   Cooper followed her motions, tracked what she tracked. “Emilio’s in prison.”
 
   She didn’t take her eyes off her surroundings. “No. He’s here. He just called me.” She chanced a glance at Cooper. “He knew you were out shoveling snow.”
 
   Cooper’s eyes narrowed for a heartbeat, and then his hand was on her elbow, propelling her toward the apartment building’s entrance. “Get inside,” he demanded. “Now.”
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter Nine
 
    
 
   Celina was shaking so hard that, even after he’d bundled her in layer upon layer of her clothes, Cooper wished they were alone so he could peel those clothes back off, throw her naked into the shower and warm her up.
 
   But they weren’t alone. Far from it.
 
   And he was never, ever, going to see her naked again.
 
   “So you spent the night here with Special Agent Davenport?” Chief Forester looked up from the notebook he was writing things down in. “That right, Agent Harris?”
 
   Who would know? Celina’s words echoed again in Cooper’s head and he thought of his father’s favorite saying that no good deed went unpunished. He was sure every agent in the land knew at this moment that he’d slept with The New Face of the FBI. Who would know? Huh.
 
   Mitch, one of Cooper’s men on the Jagger bust, shot him a way to go, boss grin. Thomas looked up from his laptop and gave him the geek-squad version of the same.
 
   Dominic Quarters stared Cooper down.
 
   No biggie, there.
 
   The world of federal law enforcement was territorial, but close-knit all the same. A threat to one of their members tightened the threads. Five minutes after Cooper called in the report to the locals, Dyer, pulling his usual all-nighter in his San Diego condo by the beach, had called Cooper’s cell phone. He’d beaten Cooper’s unit chief and Director Dupé in getting the scoop. Thomas, Mitch, and the third man of Cooper’s squad, Nelson Sanchez, had showed up ten minutes later. The news was spreading like a fire out of control even though no one could believe it. 
 
   Emilio Paloma-Londano had escaped prison. 
 
   And he was coming after the agent who put him there.
 
   He was going to have to go through Cooper first. If, that was, Cooper could survive the grilling Forester was handing out.
 
   “He’s already answered that question,” Celina said through gritted teeth. Cooper couldn’t tell if she was gritting them out of impatience with Forester or to stop them from chattering. “Move off the dime. That has nothing to do with Londano.”
 
   Every light in the apartment was on, even though the sun was pouring through the picture window facing the street. The apartment was one large room and Cooper now took a moment to really look at it. A smattering of furniture, the big bed in one corner with the covers still messed up, sitting like the pink elephant in the room. 
 
   What they’d done in that bed, Jesus. Even in the midst of the fan-hitting shit flying around the room, he could barely look at that bed without getting a woody.
 
   A desk with a computer and the usual peripheries sat nearby. The bathroom was off to the left. Another table was scattered with cameras and piles of photos. More photos on the floor. Celina’s hobby was paying off.
 
   Back to him, she stood at the picture window looking out over the street. Feet planted, arms crossed over her chest made larger from the extra layers of clothes. Her backside very plainly sported her gun today. Not the agency-issued Glock, but a sleek Beretta. 
 
   Her partner, the other female agent in Forester’s group, Ronni, was standing next to her. At the breakfast bar sat Forester, much too happy to turn the screw he had Cooper pinned with between swigs of his coffee. “Davenport, Punto, get away from the goddamned window. I’m not going to waste manpower if you’re going to make yourselves sitting targets.”
 
   Celina’s voice came out clear, no hint of fear, just continued irritation. “He’s not going to shoot me, Chief. He likes things more personal.”
 
   Cooper exchanged a look with Thomas. Forester shook his head, threw up his hands, and swiveled on the barstool. Out in the hall, Nelson was accompanying several uniforms who were knocking on doors and asking if anyone had seen anything. Cooper knew it was a lost cause. He and Linda had been right outside the apartment’s front entrance digging her van out of the snow, and had seen nothing. The owner of the cigarette came through a back door, but still no one had seen anything. The rest of the building’s tenants had been sleeping or, if awake, watching the early morning news reports to find out about the weather conditions. The security camera over the back door had been ripped off its holder.
 
   Forester set his coffee on the bar. Quarters continued to shoot bullets from his eyes. “You know what I hate about the DEA, Harris?”
 
   Cooper knew what was coming, but forced a polite response. “No, sir.”
 
   Celina and Ronni turned from the window in unison. The frown between Celina’s eyebrows grew deeper, but Cooper sent her a small shake of his head, signaling her to stay quiet.
 
   “You believe your own hype.” Quarters slapped one hand on the bar, challenge radiating from him. “You guys run around acting like Miami Vice and all the time it’s guys like mine, FBI operatives, who keep this nation safe.”
 
   Cooper met the man’s challenge with his own. “Yeah, Robert Hanssen. There’s a role model.”
 
   Celina uncrossed her arms. “Stop it,” she said, hands going to her hips.
 
   Quarters ignored her, started to ream Cooper again, but before he could say anything, Ronni walked into the kitchen area and grabbed a pot of coffee off the Krups coffee maker. “Let’s heat that coffee up, Chief Forester.” Her cheerful tone was a little too forced. She winked at Cooper as she topped off his cup too. “It’s Cuban, from Celina’s grandmother. Great stuff. Blows your head right off.”
 
   Cooper was ten hours short on sleep and a quart low on caffeine, and was about to go another round with Forester and Quarters. “Thanks, Ronni.”
 
   “I do the Dew,” Thomas said from the other end of the bar. “Got any of that?”
 
   Ronni pointed at the refrigerator. “Check the fridge, sweetie. Might get lucky in there. Celina’s a Dew fan herself.” Thomas gave Cooper a sideways look, but Cooper ignored him. He had enough on his hands right now without trying to figure out Ronni Punto.
 
   Forester decided to give up on Cooper and faced Celina. “You sure it was him?”
 
   She nodded and Forester made her recite her conversation with Londano again. Thomas sidled up next to Cooper with his soda and listened carefully. 
 
   Cooper could see Thomas and Forester thought it was a slim to nothing chance that Emilio had been outside the apartment door smoking a cigarette. “But you didn’t see him or anyone else?” Quarters drilled Celina again.
 
   No longer shaking, but still gritting her teeth, Celina glared at him. “No. I didn’t see him. That doesn’t mean he wasn’t there.” 
 
   Thomas screwed off the lid of the Dew and put into words what Cooper had been thinking from the start. “Londano probably just paid someone to freak you.”
 
   Celina’s body stiffened. “It was him.” 
 
   Forester eyed Cooper. “Security cameras?”
 
   “The one we need was disabled.”
 
   “Linda barely makes enough on rent to keep this apartment building in decent shape,” Celina said. “Jacob’s medical bills are bankrupting her. She can’t afford to fix everything.”
 
   Cooper’s cell phone rang. It was Victor Dupé, a Bureau man who’d headed up the Southern California Violent Crimes division. A man Cooper had worked with for years. A man he respected. “Emilio is at breakfast with the rest of the inmates in Block B.” As always, Dupé’s tone was steady, no-nonsense. “The warden checked on him and confirmed it. Londano’s last logged phone call was six days ago when he called his lawyer.” 
 
   “Thanks, sir,” Cooper said. He moved the phone from his mouth and repeated the information to Celina.
 
   She shook her head in disbelief. “He called me. He was here.”
 
   Dupé spoke, calling Cooper’s attention back to him. “When is your return flight?”
 
   “Flights are delayed because of the snow and ice.” He snapped his fingers at Mitch who was pretending to read news off the internet. “What are they saying about departing flights?”
 
   “Two-hour delay,” Mitch said without moving a muscle, “so figure at least four.”
 
   Resuming his conversation with Dupé, Cooper paced, all the while conscious of Celina’s accusatory eyes following him. He wasn’t sure what she was accusing him of. Did she really believe their world would stop? That he wouldn’t go back to California today?
 
   As Cooper disconnected the call, Forester waved a beefy hand through the air to dismiss Celina as he headed for the door. “No way was it this Londano, but since I don’t know who it was or why the hell he’d harass you, I’ll leave a man here for the day, in case your caller tries anything else.” He stopped in the doorway and gestured at Ronni. “Keep her too.” 
 
   “I’m not sitting in this apartment all day,” Celina said, her tone of voice signaling her battle stance was ready.
 
   “Then I’ll escort you to headquarters,” Quarters said, staring her down. “Your choice.”
 
   “We’ll stay here.” Ronni smiled at the two men. “I’ll check in with you throughout the day.”
 
   Forester grunted, turned, and gave Cooper another glare. “Delay or no delay, don’t miss your plane ride home, Harris.”
 
   Up yours, Cooper thought, but he raised the cup of strong brew in his hand as if in acknowledgment. Quarters gave him one more glare before he, too, walked out.
 
   When the door closed, Celina’s eyes searched his in appeal. “Emilio was outside that door, Cooper. He knew I was pacing the floor and checking the locks.” 
 
   A natural assumption, Cooper thought, for anyone harassing her. Thomas had commandeered his laptop from Mitch. Cooper leaned over his shoulder. “Anything buzzing in the underground?”
 
   Thomas clicked off the news site he was scanning. “I checked message boards and chat rooms. Nada on Emilio or any prison breaks.”
 
   Celina lowered her voice. “He was here. I could feel him.”
 
   Cooper had seen the way she looked when she came outside screaming his name. He believed that she believed Emilio had threatened both his life and hers, but her feelings didn’t mesh with logic. “Then who’s sitting in North Platte having breakfast right now with Londano’s prisoner number on his back?”
 
   They stared at each other for a moment, and Cooper saw something change in Celina’s expression that made the hairs on the back of his neck tighten. She crossed her arms and rubbed them with her hands as if she were cold again. The name came out of her lips like a curse, “Enrique.”
 
   The tick of the clock on the wall seemed too loud for a second as everyone, including Thomas and Mitch, looked at him. He rubbed the skin on the back of his neck and said the only thing he could think of. “Shit.”
 
   “But he’s dead,” Thomas said.
 
   But what if he’s not?
 
    
 
    
 
   Enrique is dead, Celina told herself and then realized she’d spoken it out loud. Either that or Cooper was able to read her mind. He nodded. “They ID’d his body after the fire,” he said, setting down his cup of coffee.
 
   Mitch was forming a circle with her and Cooper and Ronni. “You confirm the ID, Coop? Mexican officials are easily bribed.”
 
   Cooper shook his head and rubbed the back of his neck again. “Shit,” he repeated. “I couldn’t do a visual ID. There was nothing left of him but some bones and ash.” 
 
   He paced away from Celina, came back, and started to say something, but stopped, paced back to the picture window. The wheels were turning in his head and Celina was glad to see the disbelief gone from his eyes. He knew, just like her, that while improbable, it was not impossible. The Londano’s had pulled off tougher schemes.
 
   Celina wished she and Cooper were still in bed, enjoying another round of lovemaking. Or maybe in the shower together. They hadn’t even had a chance to talk about last night, much less repeat it. 
 
   Instead, she was handing him a nightmare on the Cooper scale of epic proportions. His reputation of honorable actions was now tainted, at least in his own mind, since he’d insisted on calling in Forester and alerting the rest of the FBI world, as well as his own agency, that Emilio had escaped prison and threatened them both. Then he’d had to explain why he was shoveling Celina’s landlord out of the snow at 5:30 in the morning. He hadn’t lied, hadn’t even skirted the truth with Forester and Quarters. His internal turmoil had to be the size of the Battle of Troy to admit he’d slept with her.
 
   Although, technically, the sleeping part was almost nonexistent.
 
   Her eyes strayed to the door. She still couldn’t believe she’d come that fast, up against the door no less. Obviously she’d been on the No Sex Diet far too long, supplemented only by the Cooper Fantasy pill she’d been feeding herself since the day she met him.
 
   Shifting her attention back to Cooper, she saw him staring at her, and, there it was. The door episode. He was remembering it as well. The intensity of his gaze made her pulse throb.
 
   But then he cleared his throat and looked away and Celina’s heart did a little dive. He hadn’t touched her since he’d rubbed her icy feet to warm them up. She been so shaken by Emilio’s threat, she’d been unable to speak while Cooper massaged her feet and pushed her favorite fuzzy cotton socks on them. Adrenaline and fear had collided full speed inside her. While she’d looked down on the top of Cooper’s head as he tugged her socks on, she’d clearly seen him lying outside in the snow, his blood turning the white crimson.
 
   That was her nightmare. Combined with the fact that no one really believed Emilio had called her, had been outside her door. His voice suddenly hummed in her ears. It mixed with the idea of Enrique still being alive. A cramp hit her in her belly, and she nearly doubled over. Ronni’s hand touched her back. 
 
   Using the fear, like she’d been taught, she turned it into anger. Leaving Ronni’s hand, she tugged an overnight bag buried under piles of shoes out of her closet and threw it on the bed. 
 
   “What are you doing?” Ronni asked.
 
   “Going to North Platte,” she answered, tugging a jacket off a hangar and putting it in the suitcase. Next went in jeans, a couple T-shirts. She walked to her dresser and started pulling out underwear. “I’ve got to know.”
 
   Cooper watched. “Whoa, Celina. Slow down.” He looked out the window, took a deep breath before looking back at her. “Odds are Warden Oxford’s right and Emilio is in his prison. Even if Enrique’s not dead, how would they pull off an exchange at a maximum security penitentiary? And, most importantly, why would Enrique, if he is alive, go along with such a scheme?”
 
   Celina didn’t know the answers to his questions and her brain didn’t want to focus on them. She couldn’t sit tight and wait for Emilio or whoever had called her that morning to make another appearance. She couldn’t let Cooper walk out of her apartment as if last night didn’t mean anything. She needed to take control of the situation or she’d go crazy. Needed to see Emilio in North Platte with her own eyes. Grabbing her camera case, she set it on the bed next to the suitcase. 
 
   “Why don’t you ask Oxford to fingerprint him?” Mitch said. 
 
   Celina stopped, looked at Cooper. Cooper grunted “huh”. Opening his cell phone, he speed dialed. When it connected, he explained to Director Dupé about his suspicions concerning Enrique and suggested they needed confirmation with a fingerprint or DNA swab. He listened for a moment, urged the point smoothly, nodded, and thanked Dupé. 
 
   “Dupé’s doubtful but is going to place a call or two and get a fingerprint match,” he told her. “We should know for sure in a couple of hours who’s in North Platte.”
 
   Celina thought for a moment. “What if it is Enrique?”
 
   “Then we hunt down Emilio.”
 
   He said it so casually, Celina almost forgot how freaked out she was about the idea.
 
   A knock sounded on her door and Nelson Sanchez entered. He nodded at her but spoke to Cooper. “Nothing. No one saw, or smelled, anything out of the ordinary.” He glanced back at Celina. “Sorry, Celina.”
 
   The nightmare continued. “It’s like a ghost.”
 
   Cooper made a motion to Thomas to pack up his laptop. “We need to get to the airport. Dupé’s already made a call to get us on the first departing flight.”
 
   Celina felt her world screech, like fingernails on a blackboard, to a halt. “You’re leaving?”
 
   Thomas shut his laptop, started to gather his papers. Mitch and Nelson suddenly seemed to think he needed help. Ronni started gathering coffee mugs. 
 
   Cooper grabbed his jacket off her coat tree. “Yes, Celina. I’m leaving.”
 
   “What about last night? Aren’t you even going to acknowledge what happened between us?”
 
   Ronni dropped a cup in the sink, turned to the three men at Celina’s table. “Any of you guys good with plumbing?” She grabbed arms and started hustling the confused men across the room. “I noticed Celina’s shower is dripping. Maybe you could take a look.” 
 
   Shoving them ahead of her, all four entered the bathroom and Ronni shut the door. As small as the bathroom was, Celina knew they were squished in there like sardines.
 
   Cooper’s jaw was set, a nerve jumping in it. His Terminator expression was back in play. “I’ve been acknowledging what happened all morning.”
 
   It figured he’d argue the point on a technicality. Figured he’d refuse to admit he was feeling anything except responsibility toward her. “I know this sucks for you. You’re not one to air your laundry in public.” She left out ‘dirty’ because what they’d shared last night was to her in no way dirty. Dirty in the Christina Aguilera sense maybe, but not dirty in the laundry sense.
 
   “You understand that last night was just…” he paused and Celina braced herself for what she knew was coming. “For fun.”
 
   “For fun,” she repeated, nodding her head as if she actually agreed. Nodded as if her heart wasn’t breaking. “There’s no Starbucks in our future.”
 
   The Terminator frowned. Celina shook her head at him. “This is the ‘last night was fun, but we’re just friends’ speech, right?” She watched his frown deepen. “But wait, we’re not really friends, either, are we Cooper? A friend would have called to check on me after I left California. A friend would have told me that Bobby was living in a wheelchair.” 
 
   Drawing in a steadying breath, she plunged forward. “So what we shared last night was just sex—ungodly hot, fuck-me-against-the-door sex—but just sex for you. A one night stand.”
 
   “No,” Cooper interrupted. “It wasn’t just sex, but…” He shook his head, tried again. “It was…” His eyes were no longer emotionless and Celina could see that he wished she could read his mind as easily as he seemed to read hers. “Last night with the storm and everything, it was like a different time, a different place.”
 
   “Not real,” Celina offered, suddenly able to read his mind quite clearly. “You were stranded in Iowa during a blizzard and I offered to keep you warm. I told you no one would know and that would have been the case if Emilio hadn’t called. You would have gone back to California this morning and last night would have just been a fantasy episode of Lost.”
 
   “That’s not what I meant.”
 
   But it was what he meant and she knew it. She’d helped him buy into the fantasy. And now he was leaving to go back to California, still believing there was no Starbucks in their future. There was no future for them, period. God, didn’t that rank in the nightmare department right under Cooper bleeding out in the snow. 
 
   The bathroom door opened and Mitch came stumbling out. “Shower head needs a new washer…”
 
   “Mitch.” Ronni was in the bathroom doorway. “Not yet.”
 
   “Oh,” he looked sheepishly between Cooper and Celina. “Sorry.”
 
   Cooper raised a hand to stop him from backing up. “Dupé will call you as soon as the results come back,” he said to Celina. His hand made a rolling motion to Mitch, and he and the other men filed out of the bathroom, Ronni trailing behind and sending Celina an I tried look. “We need to get to the airport.”
 
   Celina searched his face. “What if Emilio is out there, Cooper? What if he comes after you?”
 
   “Don’t worry about me.” He ushered his men, one by one, through the door. “If Emilio is out, you’re the likely target. Keep your doors locked and your gun on you.” He met her gaze, went still. “It was good to see you, Celina.”
 
   Then he was gone without a goodbye. 
 
   Ronni looked at her, looked at the door, back at her. “At least he didn’t say, ‘I’ll call you’.”
 
   “No.” Celina stared at the closed door, anger swirling through her like the previous night’s blizzard. “He’s too damned honorable to lie to me.” 
 
   And too damned scared not to lie to himself about his feelings.
 
   Ronni took out a bottle of soda from the fridge and handed it to Celina. Grabbed another and opened it, taking a long drink. “Sex against the door, huh?”
 
   “You heard that?” 
 
   Ronni nodded. Celina unscrewed the lid on her bottle, took a drink. “Yeah. No-holds barred sex against the door.”
 
   “Damn,” Ronni said. “That gunpowder and Wheaties diet must be something. Gotta get me a man on that.”
 
   Celina laughed unexpectedly. Whether it was from the lack of sleep or the emotional rollercoaster ride she’d been on that morning, she couldn’t help herself. “To gunpowder and Wheaties,” she said, raising her bottle in the air.
 
   Ronni copied her and the two women touched the bottles together, laughing.
 
    
 
    
 
   “Our plane doesn’t leave for another two hours,” Thomas said.
 
   They were in the stairwell and out of earshot of the guard outside Celina’s door. “I won’t believe Emilio’s in prison unless I see him with my own eyes,” Cooper told him. “Enrique either. That fucker’s supposed to be dead. I’m flying home. You’re staying here to watch Celina. Once I get to North Platte and verify who’s in there, I’ll call you and we’ll go from there. Forester, Quarters, and the locals can help you with backup if necessary.”
 
   “I thought Dupé was going to get the warden to fingerprint him.”
 
   They turned the corner and started down the next flight of stairs. “Money can buy a lot of things.”
 
   Nelson fell into step behind Cooper. “False fingerprints?”
 
   “Whole new identities.”
 
   A sound of disbelief emanated from the young man’s throat, but he nodded. “Even in prison.”
 
   Nelson was a first year agent. A little green yet but street smart. “In prison, in the real world, it makes no difference. Money and power rule. The San Diego Mafia is a family business that’s been around for thirty years in this country alone. In South America and Mexico, probably a hundred years. They have all the money and connections you can imagine, and even in a maximum correctional facility, money talks, things happen.”
 
   Mitch was behind Nelson. “Dude, you think Emilio Londano got out of North Platte by forcing his twin brother, who’s supposed to be dead, to impersonate him?”
 
   “I don’t believe much,” Cooper said as they all hit the sidewalk. “But I do believe in the industriousness of criminals.”
 
   And his own ability to fuck up. Celina’s face had said it all. There was no saving the day now. He had to find out what was going on with Emilio Londano and he had to stay away from Celina.
 
   Thomas stopped to say a few words to the Fed at the building entrance. The guy was bored and ready to chat. Wanted to look important. Cooper stood there, hands on hips, scanning the street, the buildings, the rooflines, looking for Londano. Daring the mafia leader to take a shot at him. If he was really out there.
 
   Nothing. Whoever was out there wanted Celina, not him. 
 
   Thomas shook the agent’s hand and gave him his card. The schmoozing over, they headed to the Durango. 
 
   “You really think she’s in danger?” Nelson asked as they brushed snow off the cab.
 
   Cooper handed Nelson the keys to start the engine. Celina in danger? His stomach tightened. Unable to answer for a moment, he busied himself with a scraper Thomas handed him. “Worst-case scenario,” he said, “Londano’s out; then, yes, her life’s in danger. Even if he’s not, he could have hired someone to work her over.”
 
   Thomas used his booted foot to move snow from around the front tire. “But you’re leaving her alone.”
 
   “No, I’m leaving you here to guard her. Don’t screw up.”
 
   “Or you’ll kill me.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Thomas glanced at the apartment building. “Dupé okayed this?”
 
   “In a roundabout way.”
 
   Thomas scanned the street. “She leaves the building, I’ll lose her. I can’t keep her under surveillance by myself.”
 
   “She leaves the building, she better be sitting in this SUV with you.”
 
   “She’d be safer if she went to California with you.”
 
   All activity stopped as Nelson, Thomas, and Mitch looked at him. Deep in his gut, Cooper knew Thomas was right, and damn, if he didn’t want to take Celina with him, but he couldn’t. The gossip was going to be hard enough to handle without showing up at the office with Celina in tow. She’d be safe here, especially with Thomas on surveillance, and as soon as Cooper figured out what was up with Londano, he’d try to straighten things out with Celina.
 
  
 
   
 
  
 
   Chapter Ten
 
    
 
   You should have told me, Celina IM’d Dyer. 
 
   A moment later, Dyer’s reply came back. Why? So you could feel sorry for me?
 
   Celina shook her head. Because I’m your friend, blockhead.
 
   Untwist your undies. You have more important things to worry about right now.
 
   Slouching back in her chair, Celina stared at the laptop screen. All she’d done was worry for the past ten hours. Emilio was playing a game and she didn’t know where she was on the game board. 
 
   She sure as hell didn’t like waiting for him to make the next move, but there was nothing she could do to preempt whatever he was contemplating. Cooper was embarrassed that everyone knew he’d slept with her. He’d very publicly deserted her. Nothing to preempt there.
 
   But every time she got mad at him, she thought about Emilio’s threat and saw Cooper’s imagined blood on the snow, and then she felt guilty for being mad. Her brain spun in constant circles. 
 
   Ronni had gone grocery shopping at the corner convenience store and had entertained herself watching Rachel Ray and concocting imitation recipes, which she’d then offered to Celina. Wanting to please her friend, Celina tried a few things. Food was the last thing she wanted.
 
   She queried Dyer. Why hasn’t anyone called me with the fingerprint results? 
 
   Takes time. Prisoner rights and shit. Lawyer has to be present. Be patient.
 
   She wanted to ask, why hasn’t Cooper called? but stopped her fingers before they typed. Instead, she wrote. What are you working on?
 
   Officially?
 
   Celina grinned at the screen. Un-.
 
   Meth.
 
   Labs?
 
   Crackdown here has generated a lot of lab startups in Mexico. Londano was one of the first to take advantage of that. His cartel is still active south of the border. Mules are lying low but still working. Using radio waves through cell towers to warn each other of trouble. I track them, I find him. Simple network analysis.
 
   You think L’s out, don’t you? 
 
   Too risky not to believe.
 
   Too risky was right. He threatened Cooper’s life.
 
   C can take care of himself. He’s not a blockhead like me. Except when it comes to you.
 
   Celina sat up again. What do you mean?
 
   He didn’t fly all the way to Des Moines to arrest Jagger. Hawkins and Sanchez could have handled that alone.
 
   Her heart picking up its tempo, her fingers skipped on the keys. He came to see me?
 
   No, John Deere tractors, blockhead.
 
   Celina let go of a small laugh, but her humor faded quickly when she thought of her last conversation with Cooper. She’d fulfilled his fantasy during the night and then he’d left her. He feels responsible for me because I was part of the team and I’m sure he enjoyed last night, she wrote, her fingers shaking as she typed the next words, but he made it clear there is nothing between us.
 
   There was a long pause and then Dyer ended the conversation. Girlfriend’s here for some afternoon delight. Gotta run. Or roll as the case may be. 
 
   Celina rolled her eyes. Dyer always called his wife, Eliza, his girlfriend. To keep things fresh, he always said. After ten years of marriage, it must have worked. The two still acted like newlyweds. Does Eliza know about her?
 
   Shhh. Don’t tell. Celina could see Dyer’s thick eyebrows doing his Groucho Marx impression. Stay safe.
 
   She drummed her fingers on the table. Her suitcase sat on the bed, packed and ready to go, and she considered for the fortieth time that day whether to fly to California. There was no logical reason to do it. She didn’t have a position there and her apartment was sublet for the rest of the winter. She was stuck here in Des Moines whether she liked it or not. 
 
   All was quiet. Dawn McBroom was on duty outside her door and Mike Sugars was downstairs in the foyer. Thomas Hawkins had been across the street all day. Cooper hadn’t stayed but he’d left his teammate to guard her. She didn’t know whether to feel irritated or relieved.
 
   No phone calls from Emilio. None from Dupé or Cooper. For several hours, she’d paced the floor, mad that she was so out of the loop. She’d tried calling Dupé. Her call was intercepted by the notorious Lana, who knew nothing about the fingerprint match nor did she seem to care about Celina’s situation.
 
   Standing to stretch, Celina walked to the picture window, staring out at the low-hanging gray clouds. It was early evening, but streetlights buzzed to life and shadows hung over the street below. “This sucks.”
 
   Ronni flipped off the TV, wandered over to the piles of photographs on the table. “I could drive you to HQ and let Forester baby-sit you.” 
 
   Celina gave her a don’t even think about it face.
 
   “Why don’t you show me your pictures?”
 
   For the next hour, the two friends sat on Celina’s couch and went through her collection of photographs. Cityscapes were mingled with portraits. A group photograph of the SCVC taskforce, glasses raised in a happy salute, fell out of a handful into Ronni’s lap. 
 
   She clucked her tongue. “That Thomas kid is a cutie. He do that Wheaties thing too?”
 
   Celina stared at the picture, seeing only Cooper, his glass raised but no smile lit his face like the rest of the group. “I took this the day after I arrested Londano. Dyer’s missing.”
 
   “The guy you were messaging? Who is he?”
 
   Celina told her the story about Cooper, Dyer, and Valquis. At the end, a sadness hung over her like the gray clouds outside. As soon as the Londano thing was cleared up, she would go see Dyer. She’d bring him a bottle of his favorite whiskey and sit with him. Talk and drink a shot. Laugh a little. Take his picture.
 
   Ronni yawned and started gathering up the photos. “I think I’ll make some popcorn and see if Mike wants any company.”
 
   “I’m going to take a shower,” Celina said. “After I get out, I’ll make up a bed on the sofa for you.”
 
   Ronni nodded, yawned again. “Deal.” 
 
   Celina dug out clean clothes from her closet and headed for the bathroom.
 
   Setting the water as hot as she could stand, she washed herself several times with her favorite body gel. She scrubbed until her skin was rosy and her fingers were wrinkled. She washed her hair for good measure and then stood in the stream of water and tried to unwind. Her brain was as tired as her body and the thoughts and images had finally started to slow down a bit after bombarding her all day. She needed sleep, which meant turning them off. All of them. Even the sexy Cooper ones. 
 
   Hell with that. He might have left her high and dry, but there was no turning off those. She wanted to remember the way he looked at her over dinner the night before. The way he’d held her while they slept. Her anger at him had faded throughout the day and been replaced with the sadness she felt every time she thought about the chain of events that had led her to this moment. There were so many things she wished had turned out differently. Dyer. Emilio. Cooper.
 
   Dragging herself out of the shower, she dried off and smeared her skin with creamy lotion. The TV was back on in the living room and Celina could smell Ronni’s microwave popcorn. Suddenly her stomach growled. Wrapping her hair in a towel, she pulled on clean sweatpants and a T-shirt. Then decided to blow dry her hair. If she didn’t, it would be a funky disaster come morning. She had enough to face without bedhead added to the list.
 
   After five minutes, her hair was still more wet than dry and her stomach was starting to hurt it was so empty. She gave her head one more all-over blast, straightened, and pushed the hair dryer switch to off.
 
   She was running a pick through her hair when, BAM, something heavy thudded against the bathroom door. Startled, she dropped the pick in the basin. A rush of nerves tightened her stomach muscles. 
 
   “Ronni?” Instinct made her grab her gun. “That you?”
 
   At first, all she could make out was the muffled sound of applause on the television set. Staring at the door handle, Celina pointed her gun at it. “Ronni!” 
 
   What sounded like the brush of an open palm on the wood filtered through. A hint of shadow danced along the crack at the bottom. She called Ronni’s name again and then yelled for Mike. Nothing.
 
   Taking the safety off her gun, the trained FBI agent in her took over and squashed down the fear pulsing through her body. At Quantico, she’d favored obstacle courses over hand-to-hand combat, but at that moment, the cold, sleek metal in her hand felt as right as it ever had.
 
   Slipping the lock off the door, she moved to the side and turned the handle. Slowly, inch by inch, she let the door creak open a crack…then another inch…
 
   Ronni’s hand fell through the opening and Celina gasped. “Ronni.” 
 
   She threw the door open. For a second, Ronni stood suspended, the door no longer propping her up. Her eyes were wide, mouth opened slightly. She looked at Celina with her surprised face as Celina automatically scanned her body, looking for blood, a wound, anything that would tell her what was going on. “Ronni, what’s the matter?” 
 
   Her lips moved slightly. “Help me,” she whispered. The words bubbled out of her mouth on a faltering breath.
 
   And then she fell into Celina’s arms. Her weight caused Celina to lose her balance, tumbling backwards and sitting down hard on her butt with Ronni in her lap. Celina’s back hit the side of the tub.
 
   A knife handle stuck out between Ronni’s shoulder blades. 
 
   Celina’s hand flew to her mouth to stifle a scream. She scanned the room behind Ronni’s splayed feet, the gun following her line of sight. Popcorn lay in a trail from the bag where Ronni’d dropped it next to the bathroom door, through the living room, and out of Celina’s view. 
 
   The front door wasn’t visible. A good chunk of the apartment was hidden as well. But she knew without looking what had happened to McBroom, Sugars and Cooper’s partner, Thomas. What should have happened to her.
 
   Frozen for a minute, her gaze slowly returned to the hilt of the knife. Carved from the antler of an elk, it was inlaid with ebony and silver. A collector’s bowie knife whose blade was now jammed up to the hilt in her friend’s back. 
 
   Celina checked for a pulse. Her fingers trembled so hard, she could barely find the slow, faint throb under them. Hugging Ronni to her, Celina rocked her for a second. Then she gently laid her on her stomach and rushed for her cell phone. Gun still sweeping the area, she dialed 911. Her voice sounded flat and calm as she reeled off the information to the operator, and stalked toward the door.
 
   In the hallway, McBroom was out cold, but breathing. No blood or wound she could see. She rushed back to Ronni, ending the call with the 911 operator so she could hold her partner until the ambulance arrived.
 
   “Celina?”
 
   The man’s voice startled her and Celina jerked up her Beretta and aimed it at his face before recognition dawned. It wasn’t Emilio. It was a man who should be dead…Thomas Hawkins. 
 
   His gun was out and he was crouching, shifting his eyes from Celina and Ronni on the bathroom floor to the room behind him. His gaze swept over Celina again, holding for a long second on her shaking, gun-wielding hand. “Are you hurt?”
 
   Relieved to see Thomas was alive, a sigh of relief escaped her mouth. She lowered her gun, looked at Ronni lying in her lap. Don’t die. “I called 911,” she said, but her voice sounded too soft, too calm. “McBroom is hurt too.”
 
   Thomas leaned over, checked Ronni’s neck for a pulse. He disappeared into the living room. A few seconds later, he was back with the comforter off Celina’s bed. Celina and Ronni were suddenly covered with mandarin orange, marigold yellow and peacock blue daisies. 
 
   On autopilot, Celina helped Thomas tuck the edges around her, around Ronni, and around the handle of the knife. She knew they dared not move her or remove the knife. Don’t die. “What about Sugars?” she asked Thomas.
 
   He ignored her question, scanning her face, checking her pupils like a doctor. “I need to know if you’re hurt.” 
 
   There was excruciating pain cramping her stomach, and like Ronni’s blood seeping slowly through the layers of her cotton comforter, it spread, lancing her heart and bubbling into her throat. Yes, I’m hurt. I feel like I’ve just been drawn and quartered. 
 
   Swallowing hard, she forced her shallow breathing to deepen. Her trembling fingers threaded softly through Ronni’s apricot colored hair. Another crazy daisy in bloom.
 
   “Did you see him?” Thomas asked. “Was it Emilio Londano?”
 
   It was a ghost. A psychotic ghost from my past.
 
   Over the next two hours, Celina would be asked about Londano ad infinitum by everyone from the lowliest rookies all the way up the chain of command to the head directors of the FBI and DEA. The only person who didn’t ask her if Emilio Londano had killed Sugars and left McBroom and Punto in critical condition that day in his second attempt to terrify her was Cooper. 
 
   When The Beast finally called her and confirmed what she already knew—that Emilio had escaped by using his twin brother as a decoy—he didn’t ask questions, only said the words she’d hoped to hear from him for a different reason. “I’m coming to get you.”
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
   FBI Headquarters, Los Angeles, California
 
    
 
   “Agent Punto is still in surgery.” Thomas’s voice was calm and clear over the speaker phone. Cooper was the only one in the conference room that knew he was shitting bricks. “The knife punctured a lung, may have nicked her spinal cord. We’ll know more in a few hours. Agent McBroom was hit on the head and received a concussion. Could be severe. Again, it will be awhile before we know the extent of his injury.”
 
   There were twelve of them in the room at FBI headquarters in Los Angeles; eight were part of Cooper’s taskforce. Twenty-four hours before, the Londano brothers hadn’t been a blip on their radar screen. Now, after one had risen from the dead and traded places with his twin, they had a dead agent and two fighting for their lives. Suddenly the Londanos were the only thing on their radar.
 
   “Bring me up to speed, Agent Hawkins. How was the other agent killed?” Lana Custov asked. Cooper’s previous unit chief had gone to the dark side. She was now a section chief for the FBI. She’d made it a point when she walked into the conference room to shake everyone’s hand but Cooper’s.
 
   “Agent Sugars apparently put up a fight and was stabbed with the same knife Agent Punto was stabbed with.” Thomas answered. 
 
   “And where were you, Agent Hawkins?” Lana looked directly at Cooper.
 
   Cooper fought the urge to answer for Thomas, to save the kid the lashing he was about to get. He’d already prepped him for the meeting, prepped him so he wouldn’t come across sounding like a rookie even though he’d been in the SCVC for five years. 
 
   “I was posted outside the apartment complex,” he answered. Nothing more. Good man. He was following Cooper’s instructions.
 
   “And you saw nothing?” Lana said.
 
   “No one entered or left the building from the front entrance.”
 
   Her eyes were still on Cooper. “What made you decide to investigate the situation if you saw nothing suspicious?”
 
   Thomas’s deep breath was barely perceptible. “Agent Sugars left his post at 0100 hours. I figured he was taking a leak. After five minutes, he did not return and I became suspicious and entered the building.” 
 
   It was somewhat of a lie, Cooper knew, since he had the full story. When Thomas saw Sugars leave the entryway, he’d assumed the man was taking a piss because he, himself, was about to burst, and his Dew bottle was already full. Peeing on the neighbor’s tree seemed like a poor choice and since he’d been placed as a lookout by Cooper and not asked officially to cover the apartment building, he hesitated to hit Celina up for the use of her bathroom. He’d left his post, scooted between the buildings and peed in the alley. Rookie move, but every agent had been there at some point, and technically Thomas should not in any way be held responsible for what was, in Cooper’s opinion, the FBI’s screw up.
 
   Lana shifted her eyes to her boss, and the SCVC’s director, Victor Dupé. The aging leader sat at the head of the long table and met Lana’s cool gaze with one of his own. The director sat forward and spoke into the phone. “Agent Hawkins, run through the entire scenario for us from that point forward.”
 
   Thomas was silent for a second and Cooper knew he was remembering what he’d told him. Keep it simple, keep it neat, keep it short. The less said, the less skin your superiors can skin from your body. 
 
   “I entered the building and found Agent Sugars dead by the stairwell. His throat had been slit from side to side in a fatal arc. I called it in and ascended the stairs to the third floor. In the doorway of Agent Celina Davenport’s apartment, I found Agent McBroom. She was unconscious. There was a trail of popcorn from her body to the bathroom where I found Davenport cradling Agent Ronni Punto on the bathroom floor. Agent Punto had the blade of a six-inch knife buried in her upper back area, next to her right shoulder blade. The blade had been inserted horizontally to her spine. She was unconscious and her breathing erratic. Agent Davenport was unhurt and had already dialed 9-1-1.”
 
   “Agent Davenport saw nothing?” 
 
   “No, sir. She reports she took a shower and was blow-drying her hair when the situation occurred. She heard Punta fall against the bathroom door, which prompted her to open it. She did not see the perp.”
 
   “And where is Agent Davenport now?” Lana asked.
 
   “She is at a local FBI safe house.”
 
   “Thank you, Agent Hawkins,” Director Dupé said. “Stay put and keep us informed. I’ll check back with you in an hour with further instructions.”
 
   “Yes, sir. One other thing I think you should be aware of, sir.”
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “The media’s all over this. The Des Moines Register has it on the front page of this morning’s issue.”
 
   Dupé’s jaw clenched and Cooper felt his own tighten. “How did they get hold of it so fast?”
 
   “Agent Davenport told me she believes Emilio did it. She says it’s payback for what she, the taskforce, and in particular, the FBI did to him. He wants to show the world we’re all incompetent.” 
 
   “Thank you, Agent Hawkins.” Dupé disconnected the phone and looked at Cooper. “You agree with Celina’s assessment?”
 
   Keep it simple, keep it neat, keep it short. “Emilio would love to see us sweat over this. Plus, it buys him leverage. While the locals expend time and energy handling the media, he can continue hunting Celina.” It made his gut crawl just to think about it. “He’s looking for revenge, pure and simple.”
 
   Dupé sat in silence, everyone else in the room following his lead, as he turned the situation over in his mind. Cooper hated sitting. It was a useless waste of time. He wanted to fly back to Des Moines, find Londano, and hang him by his balls. Grab Celina and hold her tight. 
 
   But Lana was watching him. She loved knowing he’d screwed up and slept with his young former taskforce member. She was wondering how much of a relationship he actually had with Celina. She was waiting for him to jump up, pace, and ping off the walls. Then she could drop subtle hints about his questionable actions. His character. His leadership abilities. It would be her greatest joy to kick him off the case this time around. Have him removed from his position as agent-in-charge of the SCVC taskforce.
 
   So he sat still, keeping his hands in his lap and his face blank. 
 
   Lana threw out some questions. The others tossed ideas back and forth. How did Emilio successfully substitute Enrique for himself? Were people at the prison paid off? What does the State of California now do with Enrique? Are the warrants for his arrest still good after he was declared legally dead? How can we be sure it’s Emilio stalking Celina? And how do we stop him?
 
   The questions and answers went around the table, but Cooper purposely tuned most of it out and waited for Dupé to come up with a plan of action.
 
   “You’re quiet, Agent Harris.” Dupé sank back into his chair. “You must have thoughts about this. I’d like to hear them. What should we do to capture Emilio Londano?”
 
   Payoff for being patient. “We can play this game his way, or we can play it ours. First, we have to lure him back to California so he’s in our jurisdiction. Then we control the game board.” Several heads on both sides of the table nodded. 
 
   “Lure him back?” Lana tapped manicured nails on the table. “Easier said than done.” 
 
   Cooper tuned her out. “Once he’s in our jurisdiction, we set a trap and use what he wants as bait.”
 
   Lana raised a narrow eyebrow. “He wants revenge on the FBI, Harris. You going to use all of us as bait?”
 
   Cooper took his gaze off Dupé and looked her straight in the eye. She was always dead on with the details, but she could never grasp the big picture. Maybe she needed to spend time with Dominic Quarters and Chief Forester. “Don’t flatter yourself, Lana. He doesn’t want you.” Her fingers stilled. “He wants Celina Davenport.”
 
   She leaned forward. “Then why didn’t he kill her last night?”
 
   “And end the game?” Cooper shook his head. “He wants to see the FBI and the DEA sweat. He likes knowing that we’re sitting here racking our brains trying to figure this out. That we’re running in circles playing catch up to him. He’s three steps ahead of us already, but the thing he’s living for right now, the ultimate power he wants is to terrorize the agent who brought him down.”
 
   There were more head nods around the table. Cooper redirected to Dupé. “If I were you, sir, I’d bring Celina Davenport back to Carlsbad.”
 
   Dupé’s pager went off. He stood without missing a beat or glancing at the readout and picked up his coffee cup. “All right, Agent Harris, bring her back. Safely. Chief Custov, call the airport and get one of our Cessna’s ready to fly Cooper to Des Moines. Have a safe house set up for Agent Davenport when they return.” He held out his hand to Cooper, and Cooper stood to shake it. “I’ll be waiting for your report when you and Agent Hawkins get back.”
 
   In other words, let the game begin. “Yes, sir,” Cooper said and gave Lana a satisfied smile. She glared back as she rose, pushed in her chair, and swept her Daytimer off the table.
 
   Cooper followed Dupé out with the rest of the group. Lana snuck up behind him. “Does Agent Hawkins know you sacrificed the last man you called partner for Celina Davenport? He’s lucky he didn’t end up in a wheelchair because of her as well.” She snickered under her breath as she pushed past him.
 
   It was all Cooper could do not to clock her.
 
   Instead he snatched his cell phone from his jacket pocket and dialed Celina’s. “I’m coming to get you,” he said when she answered.
 
   He tucked the sigh of relief he heard in her voice deep into his chest and went to work.
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
   West Des Moines
 
    
 
   The safe house was ensconced in a posh, but somehow benign neighborhood. Unlike the homes around it, it had wires on every door and window, bugs in every room and on every phone, fax, and cable line. Video cameras were tucked into the smoke detectors and ceiling fans. Everything that happened here would be recorded, analyzed, and used to not only keep her safe, but to document Emilio’s guilt if he showed up.
 
   “He’ll find me here.” Celina stared at her reflection in the car’s window, expression closed, just like the FBI had taught her to keep it.
 
   Forester, seated next to her, held himself responsible for the death of his agent and the injuries of the other two. Ronni was out of surgery, but still in serious condition. Forester had let Celina go to the hospital and sit with her for several hours. She hoped Ronni had heard her apologies through the drugs keeping her sedated.
 
   So far, Forester hadn’t laid any blame at her feet and that surprised Celina. All hell had broken loose at HQ, the perfect time and circumstances to use her for the fall guy. Now, though, he was stepping up and taking the responsibility on his own shoulders. And he wasn’t letting her out of his sight. 
 
   Miracle of miracles, he seemed to be listening when Celina told him things. He even seemed to believe her.
 
   That didn’t stop him from questioning her, however. “We’ve changed cars three times and done a heat run all over Des Moines proper. Our escort keeping tabs on us swears we’re not being followed. How’s Londano going to find you?”
 
   When Celina didn’t respond, he sighed. “How long until he shows up?”
 
   She shrugged. “A day at most.”
 
   Forester grunted. “Goddamn SOB.” His hands formed a circle in the air. “Gonna get my hands around his little neck and squeeze it until his eyes pop out.”
 
   Looking at Forester’s giant mitts, Celina found the energy to smile. He’d never get his hands on Emilio, but the image made her feel better. “Save me a seat so I can watch.” 
 
   He nodded. “Damn straight. If you don’t kill this piece of shit, I will.”
 
   We’re bonding over killing a man. Weirdville, here we come. She held out her hand to him and felt rewarded when he grasped it across the seat between them. “Deal,” she said, and they shook.
 
   “So, how we gonna do this?”
 
   Celina released his hand. “I have a plan, sir. I’ve already initiated it.”
 
   He froze, gave her an exasperated huff. “Just don’t leave your gun in the car this time, okay?”
 
   Celina laughed softly and gave him the only answer she could. “Yes, sir.”
 
    
 
    
 
   The house was small by the neighborhood’s standards, but contemporary by Des Moines, Iowa’s, standards. The woman that opened the front door for Celina and Forester was older than Celina by a few years, taller than her by a few inches, and could give Jillian Michaels a run for her money, even though her bulky, powder blue sweats tried to hide it. She had her hair in a ponytail and a gun hidden in the waistband of her sweatpants. 
 
   Ex-Secret Service. Had to be.
 
   She smiled and welcomed Celina in like they were old friends. Celina wondered if she’d been told what happened to the last female agent guarding her.
 
   Forester introduced her as Mary—no last name—a specialist the FBI hired on occasion for her services. They discussed Celina’s case briefly and then Mary gave her a tour of the house. As they stepped into the bedroom Celina would be using until Cooper arrived, Mary gave her the house rules like a camp counselor. No opening windows. No going outside without permission and an escort. No smoking. Celina dropped her overnight bag on the floor, tested the mattress, and agreed.
 
   Once the door closed behind Mary, Celina flopped over on her stomach and stared at the stitches in the Amish quilt draping the bed. They were meticulous, perfect in proportion, flowing one into the next with a precision she admired. 
 
   Tracing a line of them with her finger, she thought of the coming days and what would happen, but it was too exhausting to consider all the possible scenarios in her already drained state. She found instead a memory floating up of her brother Luke. 
 
   He’d put a lizard in her bed when they were kids. Living in Miami in a little white house four blocks from the Kmart store, they often found green anoles in their bathroom, on palm trees outside, and even in their pantry. That night, a light ocean breeze and a ceiling fan cooled Celina’s room. It was late, and she was tired from a day spent selling her mother’s flowers at the street corner. She’d been upset because one of the neighborhood bullies had taken her leftover gladiolas and stomped them into spots on the sidewalk. 
 
   She’d walked all the way back home without crying, sat through dinner with her parents and her brothers without telling anyone what had happened. But as she’d buried her face deep into the pillows on her bed later that night, she let the tears flow. Before her crying jag was over, she felt something cool and sticky crawl across her back. It wasn’t the first time one of her four older brothers had stuck something alive in her bed, but that night, a dragon unfurled his tail in her stomach and breathed heat into her until all she felt was red-hot anger. 
 
   Luke, a year older, saw the look on her face when she entered the living room and started to run. She tackled him amidst her mother’s shouts before he made the back door, and they both went skidding into the sandy yard. Celina hit and kicked him before her father pulled her off, and even though she got as much as she gave, including a black eye, she felt better afterward. Vindicated. 
 
   Celina and her brother both learned an important lesson. Blood relation or complete stranger, bullies would not be tolerated in her corner of Miami.
 
   As sleep teased at her, Celina closed her eyes and let her hand stay on the tiny marching threads. Let her mind stay in the little white house in Miami. Sleep was exactly what she needed, not just to forget the awful day, but to prepare for the coming ones. 
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
   The sun was already setting. Cooper glanced at his watch and took into account the time difference between California and Iowa. “Just in time for the six-o’clock news and a full-blown story at ten,” he said to Thomas, pulling into the driveway of the safe house. “By tomorrow morning, the major networks will have picked it up and it will go national. Everyone will know The New Face of the FBI is back in Carlsbad.”
 
   “You’re taking Celina back to California and you want it on the news?” Thomas’s face showed utter confusion and dislike of Cooper’s plan. “Dupé’s going to shit monkeys.”
 
   Cooper didn’t know who was more tired, him or Thomas. They were both strung out. Cooper had caught some zzz’s on Dupé’s Cessna—nice of him to share the FBI’s wealth since commercial flights were murder— but he was still aware of the lead weight hanging on him. Whether from sleep deprivation or the grim reality of Emilio’s plan, Cooper wasn’t sure.
 
   “Celina’s idea, actually. Dupé’s okay with it since the media’s already been tipped off. Along with the story about her, the FBI’s putting out the national manhunt story on Emilio. He wanted publicity, he’s got it. We’re not running from this. The more publicity we generate about him, the more likely we are to catch him.”
 
   The neighborhood was relatively quiet, but a few stay-at-homes and work-at-homes were filtering out to see what was going on. A couple local uniforms had barricaded the cul-du-sac with their cars. As Cooper scanned the area, he saw the first white van drive up with a satellite dish on its roof. According to Celina, there would be at least three more to follow. So far, her plan was working.
 
   Thomas glanced up at the house’s second-story windows. “Forester’s going to kill you for exposing the safe house.”
 
   Cooper watched another van arrive. The first reporters harassed the cops to let them in closer. “Lana’s called Dominic Quarters and informed him what’s going down. Once we get Celina in the car, Quarters, Forester, or whoever, will hold a press conference on the front steps and read the info Lana gave them. Everything else will fall into place. Dupé will deal with Forester if he’s gotta problem with it. Our job is Celina.”
 
   The last words caused Thomas to turn to him, his tired eyes narrowing slightly. “When Forester kills you, am I in charge of taking Celina back?”
 
   “Worst-case scenario—Forester kills me—then, yes, the responsibility falls to you. But come on, Forester kill me? Never happen.”
 
   Thomas looked at him as if he thought Cooper’s confidence was misplaced. Cooper shrugged. “If he kills me, shoot him. In the balls. Twice.”
 
   “You got it, boss.” Thomas’s fist came up and Cooper banged his own in agreement. 
 
   Cooper shut off the SUV and climbed out, watching as two more local news agencies pulled up short at the barricades. He tugged his hat down on his head and adjusted his sunglasses. Thomas came around the front of the car and Cooper motioned at his jacket. “Show time, Agent Hawkins. Get your badge out where the cameras can see it, but keep your head turned away from them.”
 
   Thomas fished through various pockets and hung his DEA badge on his belt. “Forget Forester, Celina’s going to kill you for the way you left her yesterday.”
 
   He’d be so glad to see her alive and unharmed, he’d probably make a fool out of himself and throw his arms around her. He’d been an idiot to doubt her, to leave her on her own. “She’s a professional. She’ll save it until we get her back to California.” I hope. 
 
   They took the sidewalk to the front door, treading carefully over patches of ice that hadn’t been cleared. Thomas rubbed his hands together, blew on them. “I’ll lay odds she gets in at least one good blow before you get her out the door.”
 
   Cooper considered this as he took the front steps. “You’re on.” 
 
   He raised his hand to use the doorknocker, prepared for the blow Thomas was sure he was going to take and found himself face to face with Eugene Forester. “What the hell are you doing, Harris?”
 
    
 
    
 
   Celina sat at the dining room table, halfway through a plate full of scrambled eggs and toast, and watched as Chief Forester blocked Cooper’s entry. She listened to Cooper’s voice, smooth and low but demanding, and felt her pulse quicken. 
 
   I’m safe now.
 
   So glad to hear his voice, to know he was there, she wanted to run to him and throw her arms around him. 
 
   That wouldn’t do, of course. But what was the right thing to do? Pretend she wasn’t happy to see him? Act like their night together was already forgotten? Give him the cold shoulder? Setting down her fork, she pushed back the plate and rose to get her bags from the bedroom. She had more important things to worry about than how to greet him.
 
   Cooper and Thomas pushed inside just as she was going down the hallway. “Hi, Celina,” Thomas greeted her.
 
   “Hey,” she replied, her gaze on Cooper. He was hours past needing a shave, the stubble on his face giving him a slightly sinister look. Combined with his mirrored sunglasses and the frown on his face, his appearance was the Terminator Revisited.
 
   Celina tried to tap down the relief at seeing him. Tried to call up her professional, unemotional FBI face. “Thanks for coming to escort me back.”
 
   Lame. So lame. 
 
   Cooper gave her a tight nod. “Get your things.” No hello. No, I’m sorry about Ronni and the others. “We need to get moving.”
 
   Business as usual. Okay, she could do that.
 
   “Somebody going to tell me what exactly’s going on here?” Forester said, standing between Cooper and Celina.
 
   “Part of my plan.” Celina turned away, repeating in her head: Stay professional. She left them to get her bag and camera from the bedroom. 
 
   When she came back, Forester was on his cell phone yelling at someone—sounded like Dominic Quarters—and waving a piece of paper in the air. Mary was on hers speaking in undertones. Cooper and Thomas stood sentry by the door, hands centered in front of them, quietly waiting for her.
 
   Thomas took her bags. Cooper handed over her coat. “Media’s outside. Be sure they get a clear shot of your face.”
 
   Celina drew in a breath, braced herself. “I want to give the announcement about the manhunt.” 
 
   “That’s Forester’s job. We want Emilio to see you, but I’m not letting you stand there in front of God and country and give Emilio a clear target.”
 
   Celina looked up into Cooper’s eyes and the mirrored sunglasses showed her nothing but her own image. Tired and anxious. “You know he won’t do it that way. He wants his revenge to be slow and painful. He’s a psychological bully and he won’t use a gun on me. Too easy. Too quick.”
 
   A nerve in Cooper’s jaw jumped. He took her elbow but didn’t say anything as he steered her toward the entrance. 
 
   “Don’t you walk out of here,” Forester yelled from the living room, cell phone stilled glued to his ear.
 
   “Go.” Cooper guided Celina through the door. As they hit the bottom step and started toward the driveway, they were met with a barrage of questions and camera flashes—the reporters had broken through the cop barrier and were flowing toward them en masse. Forester, two steps behind Cooper, drew a sharp breath as he saw the crowd advancing like a wave. “You SOB,” he said to Cooper’s back. 
 
   But Cooper wasn’t listening. He moved Celina from the steps to the driveway, shoving her into the back of a black Durango, the same SUV he’d driven before. Thomas threw himself into the backseat next to Celina as Cooper started the SUV’s engine. As the reporters close the distance around the lawn, they continued to yell questions at them.
 
   Cooper shifted the vehicle into gear and Celina braced. Just as he stepped on the gas, the passenger door flew open and Forester jumped in. He was breathing hard, but Celina wasn’t sure if it was from trying to catch up with them or from anger. 
 
   “Director Dupé will explain everything,” Cooper told him. “Now please get out and make the manhunt announcement as planned.” 
 
   Celina was proud of his sincere, respectful tone. He had to be as exhausted as she was and Forester’s constant goading and yelling was enough to make anyone lose their cool. But not Cooper.
 
   “The hell I’ll get out.” Forester faced Celina in the back seat. “She’s my agent and I am now her personal bodyguard. Where she goes, I go.”
 
   Reporters pressed around the Durango. “She’s going to L.A.” Cooper said, gripping the steering wheel tight, Celina knew, so he didn’t do something stupid, like shove Forester out on his butt. “And I’m her new bodyguard.”
 
   Forester motioned at the street. “Then let’s go to L.A. I’ve never been there. Heard it’s full of assholes like you.”
 
   Someone banged a fist on the SUV’s backend. Another leaned across the windshield with a microphone. Clamping his jaw, Cooper glanced at Celina in the rearview mirror. 
 
   She shrugged. Forester was nothing less than a bulldog. If she’d learned anything in the past six months, it was the pointlessness of fighting with him once he sunk his teeth into something.
 
   Cooper took a deep breath, and shoved his foot down on the gas pedal. Everyone’s head inside snapped back and the crowd jumped out of the way. He maneuvered around an on-looker. “Did you give them your face?” he said to Celina.
 
   As they cleared the entrance to the neighborhood, she met his eyes in the mirror. “Did my best Vogue impression in the whole micro-second you let me woo the cameras.”
 
   “Score.” Thomas snickered. “You owe me.”
 
   Celina lifted a questioning eyebrow.
 
   “I don’t owe you squat.” Cooper took off his hat and ran a hand through his hair. “You said before I got her out the door.”
 
   “I don’t even want to know what you two bet on.” She slid down in the seat. “The first part of the trap is set. Now we see if Emilio takes the bait.”
 
   Forester switched his gaze back and forth between Cooper and Celina. “You really think Londano is watching this charade?”
 
   They both answered in unison. “Yes.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
   The man watched the black Durango drive out of the gated community property before shifting his eyes to a male FBI agent on the front steps reading from a piece of paper. As the Fed started another sentence, the man scanned the crowd gathering around the speaker, closed his cell phone and walked around to the back of the house. 
 
   Anger brewed deep in his gut. He’d seen her this time, the face he knew as well as his own. The face America knew. The face he was soon going to cut into tiny pieces.
 
   The house was rigged with alarms and cameras that had been installed because of men like him. He lowered his ball cap a notch and entered on cat feet.
 
   The female agent inside looked like a normal American woman in her baggy sweatshirt and pants. She was standing in the living room, her back to him as she looked out the window next to the stone fireplace at the group gathered by the front door. She was talking on a cell phone, her ponytail bobbing with impatience as she shook her head and rubbed a hand behind her neck. 
 
   He listened for a minute, scratching the carefully shaved stubble on his chin as he heard her succinctly describe the scene that had just taken place inside the safe house. As she hung up, he moved in behind her, keenly aware of her size and strength and also of the hundreds of eyes just outside the window.
 
   Blue Sweats tried to yell, but his forearm cut off her air before she could make more than a squeak. Strong legs resisted his weight and she tried to jackknife her body to flip him. They tussled for a second, his extra fifty pounds of muscle, and the fact she couldn’t draw air, aiding him.
 
   Pushing her forward, he slammed her against the fireplace, knocking her head into one of the stones hard enough to daze her but not render her unconscious. Her cell phone clattered to the hearth. She struck out, landing a blow to his throat, and a kick to his shin.
 
   For a moment, he toyed with the idea of raping her, not because she aroused him, but the idea of taking her, or any female agent, in striking distance of other enforcement officials did. But today, this moment, wasn’t about him. He sparred with her for another minute, gained the upper hand, and put his face next to hers. “Where are they taking her?”
 
   She inventoried his coffee-colored eyes, flat nose, and umber skin, and struggled to draw his likeness from her memory. She should have been able to recognize him, but she couldn’t bring his name, his person, to full identity. Like so many of her counterparts, he was simply another one of them.
 
   He repeated the question. She brought her knee up and fought at him, but a constant diet of kicks and punches since childhood had him parrying her attempts with ease. Again, he banged her head against the fireplace and her knees bent and bounced back. He flipped her around to face the stones, one of his hands able now to hold both her wrists. He threaded the fingers of his other hand into her hair across the back of her head and pushed her face into the rough surface. She winced but did not cry out. She would tell him something now.
 
   “I don’t know,” she slurred, the stone pulling her lips out of shape. 
 
   The man glanced to his right out the window. The FBI agent on the front steps was waving off questions; his time was nearly up. He pressed harder into Blue’s head and felt the intake of her breath. He shoved his body into her, jamming her breasts, her stomach, her thighs into the fireplace. Then he twisted her head to the left and raked her cheek across the stone. Her eyes squeezed shut and she whimpered as blood seeped down her skin and into the neck of her sweatshirt.
 
   “I’ve already killed one agent and put two in the hospital. I will kill you if you do not tell me where she is going.”
 
   Silence, an internal struggle. He pressed harder.
 
   “California,” she whispered. “L.A.”
 
   With panther-like speed and grace, he grabbed her ponytail, snapped her head back, and slammed it as hard as his well-muscled arm allowed into the stone that had just cut her cheek. Her body slumped to the floor, covering her cell phone.
 
   As the man passed the flat screen mounted on the wall, he blew a kiss to the computer camera it was equipped with. The Federal Bureau of Investigation was no match for him.
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
   On the flight to California, riding in a nicely furnished Cessna that Celina knew was Dupé’s private jet, she tried to maintain her distance from Cooper both physically and emotionally. 
 
   First, she used the plane’s high-tech communication system to phone her parents and her brothers to warn them all she would once again be on their local news. She was worried about their safety and told them to be alert for anything or anyone out of the ordinary. Her mother threw a fit, begging Celina to come home. Celina explained that returning home would only endanger her family. She did her best to reassure her mother that she was going to be safe in the house the FBI had set up for her, but her mother dissolved into tears. Celina spent another half hour trying to reason with her. When she ended the call, she was almost in tears herself. 
 
   Immediately calling her youngest brother John, she told him the situation and asked him to drive over to their parents’ house and console their mother. Reluctantly, he agreed.
 
   Sinking down in the padded airplane seat, Celina closed her eyes and rubbed them. 
 
   “My mom would be freaking, too.”
 
   Cracking one eye open, Celina saw Thomas sliding into the ivory leather bucket seat across from her. He handed her a blanket. Forester was across the aisle, but appeared to be asleep. 
 
   “It’s hard for her, me being an agent,” Celina said, unfolding the blanket and laying it over her lap. “She strokes out just thinking about me carrying a gun.”
 
   Thomas smiled, white teeth perfect for a toothpaste commercial. “When my mom asks what I’m working on, I tell her it’s top secret. National security and all that. Sometimes after a bust goes down and it’s all over, I call her and tell her to watch CNN for the story. But I don’t ever tell her ahead of time. She’d end up in the cardiac unit.”
 
   Thomas was incredibly cute and incredibly nice. His hair was perpetually overdue for a cut, bleached blond by the sun, and curling on the ends over his ears and around his neck. With his lean body and sun-induced freckles, he looked one hundred percent like a Southern California surfer boy. Celina had always had a thing for surfer boys. Their deep tans with the smell of the salty ocean on their skin. Their balance and love of the ride. But try as she might, she couldn’t work up any attraction to Thomas. Oh, she liked him; who wouldn’t? She just didn’t like him.
 
   She hadn’t felt that kind of like for anyone since the first day she met Cooper. For a week after she’d been assigned to his taskforce, she could never raise him on the phone or catch him in his office. Bobbie Dyer, amused at her frustration, took pity on her and finally gave her a heads up: Cooper ran every morning on the beach around six. So the next morning, a Sunday, she’d camped out and waited for him. 
 
   Dyer’s description of the SCVC agent-in-charge—“big guy with a buzz cut and a cannon hidden in his shorts”—lacked a few important details. Cooper Harris wasn’t a surfer boy. Cooper Harris was all out sin on a surfboard. So perfectly packed from head to toe, the ex-Marine, ex-cop, DEA operative sported a healthy six-pack, glistening with sweat, a Dues Paid tattoo on his left arm and a mad dog tattoo on his right arm that bulged with every pump. A classic jaw line that still held the night’s worth of stubble growth. 
 
   As he’d approached her, she felt his eyes—hidden as always behind shades—rake over her in a salacious hel-lo, but he didn’t so much as check his stride when she fell into step beside him and introduced herself. For the next three miles, he picked up his pace, his long strides making her double hers as she tried valiantly to keep up with him while still answering his questions about her background, training and experience (none, but eager to learn, sir). 
 
   The next two miles passed in a silent test. Would she give up? Would she have a heart attack and pass out? She wasn’t in as good of shape as he was, but she had boatloads of determination. After mile eleven, Cooper stopped, looked her sad self over with just a trace of a grin on his face, and told her to meet him the next morning for another run. He’d decide on her assignment then. Barely able to stand up straight, let alone breathe, Celina had thanked him and agreed to meet him the next morning in the same spot, knowing she was dead meat if he kept up that crazy pace.
 
   But her FBI training gave her a boost, and the next morning she endured the run again. At the Academy, they’d regularly run seven to ten miles a day. By the end of the week with Cooper, she was running a twelve-mile stretch like a marathoner and had completed her first assignment for Cooper without a hitch.
 
   Two short weeks later, her morning runs with the agent-in-charge came to an abrupt halt as Londano entered the picture. Instead of Cooper handing her an assignment, an assignment—and a wanted criminal—had picked her.
 
   She now stared at Thomas. “What’s it like being Cooper’s partner?”
 
   He dropped his head back against the seat, flipped his hands up off the armrests in an open gesture. “Big opportunity. Big shoes to fill. Could make or break my career with the DEA.”
 
   Not exactly what she wanted to know, but Celina nodded. “Why’d he pick you to take Dyer’s place?”
 
   “The gods smiled on me?” He shrugged and gave her a wink. “Who can understand the mind of The Beast?”
 
   Cooper’s voice came from the front of the cabin. “Watch it, Hawkins.”
 
   So he was listening. Celina sighed. It was just the four of them in the plane. Would it have been so hard for him to be the one to bring her a blanket? To sit and talk? Give her some support?
 
   “We went waterfall tramping one weekend,” Thomas said. “Guess I made an impression on him.”
 
   “Waterfall what?”
 
   “Adrenaline cocktail. Hiking, rappelling, whitewater swimming and cliff jumping. Like a special ops obstacle course. One of the gals in our group got tangled up in a dangerous current. Sucked her under and slammed her up against the cliff below us. I jumped in and saved her.”
 
   One of the gals? Celina started to ask, but stopped herself. Cooper’s past gals were none of her business. And she’d be damned if she’d ask one single thing about them and suggest to the eavesdropper that she might be jealous.
 
   “So,” Thomas said, “what’s it like being hunted by Emilio Londano?”
 
   Forester cracked open one eye and glared at Thomas. 
 
   “Jesus!” Cooper yelled. “Hawkins, get the hell away from her and let her have some peace.” 
 
   “Sorry,” Thomas said, exaggerating his frown to Celina. “I guess that was insensitive, huh?”
 
   “It’s okay,” Celina said loudly so Cooper could hear her. “At least he cares enough to ask.”
 
   Thomas smiled at her. “Score,” he said softly and held out his closed fist. 
 
   Celina smiled back, leaned forward, and banged his fist with her own. “I put Londano away once, I can do it again.”
 
   Forester harrumphed and went back to sleep. Thomas grinned. “Wonder what Time will do with your mug then.”
 
   “My mother framed that issue and hung it beside Jesus in her living room. She doesn’t understand why it embarrasses me, why it ruined my career before it even got off the ground. In my neighborhood, I’m ranked right up there with Shakira and JLo now.”
 
   “And Jesus.”
 
   They shared a laugh. Celina rearranged her blanket. “My brothers are all jealous. The four of them were named after saints while I was named after my grandmother who came from a greedy money family in Cuba. I think they assumed they were all higher in my mother’s esteem simply because of that. Now,” Celina held up her hands in a what can you do gesture. “I’m the golden child.”
 
   “Ever figure out who gave the editors all that information about you?”
 
   “An anonymous source inside the Justice Department was all they would tell Quarters, but I think it came directly from someone inside the FBI—someone trying to undermine me. The editors couldn’t believe the Bureau was upset about the article. I was Cuban American, female and top of my class at Quantico. Hell, I overcome a learning disability during my school years so they could check that box, too. The New Face of the FBI is a poster child for life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. In their words, ‘it was too good of a story to pass up’.”
 
   She could site quotes directly from the article. In the decade after 9/11, the men in black are giving way to the women of color. Which wasn’t true. White male special agents outnumbered Hispanic female agents forty to one. But Time magazine wasn’t above sensationalizing a story, regardless of the facts.
 
   “It was an inspiring article.” Thomas grinned. “If I didn’t know the real you, I’d be asking for your autograph. Or setting your picture beside my one of Jesus.”
 
   Celina smacked him on the arm.
 
    
 
    
 
   Two hours later, the Cessna was over the Grand Canyon when Cooper replaced Thomas in the seat across from a sleeping Celina. Her iPod sat cradled in one hand in her blanketed lap, her head on a soft felt pillow. Celina’s chest rose and fell in small puffs. 
 
   She’s alive. Contentment filled him as he watched her breathe. He wished he could stop time, for another hour or two, so he could keep her in the air, away from Emilio, where he knew he could keep her safe. Emilio had gotten close, too close, and Cooper knew he would be even bolder the next time.
 
   Only this time, he’ll have to go through me.
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter Sixteen
 
    
 
   Los Angeles
 
    
 
   It was raining. Hard. Pounding the Escalade like a drum and setting Celina’s teeth on edge. Cooper had the wipers on full speed and still the windshield was a blurry mess. A strong gust of wind hit the Escalade as he spun it into the parking garage of the L.A. FBI building and Celina grabbed her door’s armrest. A sudden quiet descended on them and Celina unclenched her teeth. 
 
   Inside the building, past the guarded entrance, Cooper pulled her aside, giving Forester and Thomas a hand stop sign to keep them from following. His hat and jacket were gone; the sunglasses left in the Escalade. “First thing.” He pointed a finger at her. “Dupé, Lana, and probably a dozen other Feds are upstairs waiting for you. My taskforce is too, along with my DEA section chief, Kipfer. They’re going to want to hear every detail about what’s happened so far. Keep it simple. Keep it short, and don’t give more information or explanations than necessary. Choose your words carefully. Understand?”
 
   Don’t mention sex against the door. “Got it.”
 
   “Second thing,” he continued, glancing around the entryway, “don’t let Lana rile you. Keep the emotion off your face and out of your voice. Dupé likes you, but you’re still a rookie in his eyes. Your quote to Time tooting your own horn was a rookie move. Quitting Quarters’ unit, same thing. You need to make a good impression here, Celina, if you have any hopes of coming back to work for him in Southern California. Lana is now Dupé’s right hand man and she’ll be trying to trip you up. She doesn’t like you. Doesn’t like anyone. You’ll have to stand your ground with her, but the best way to do that is to ignore her insults and snide comments and remain professional. You show emotion, get upset, she’ll crucify you in front of everyone.”
 
   Lovely. “Can I make a voodoo doll of her when this is over and stick her with pins?”
 
   The hint of a smile tweaked the right corner of his mouth. “Whatever gets you through the next hour in one piece, kid.”
 
   Kid. Even after everything she’d been through, she was still kid in his book. Well, they’d see about that.
 
   Dupé was waiting for them on the twentieth floor with a squad of agents. A woman, a red-headed version of Dolly Parton, was standing next to him in a gorgeous Mediterranean-blue suit. Forester and Thomas were on Celina’s sides, Cooper behind her. 
 
   Like their male counterparts, women were creatures of evolution. They instinctively sized up each other without giving it a second thought. Celina looked at the woman again and thought, efficient, calculating, manipulative. 
 
   Lana? No way. Lana was a black belt who benched two hundred pounds. The woman standing next to Dupé looked like she’d tip forward on her air-bag breasts if she lifted so much as a coffee cup. 
 
   Yet, when their eyes met, her expression was hard, eyes cold. 
 
   Lana’s assessment of Celina took all of a second. She took in her kinky hair, her wrinkled clothes, and the boots on her feet, and Celina saw a mocking shadow cross her features. She shifted one petite, stilettoed-foot forward like a model posing. 
 
   Cocky, Celina added to her list.
 
   “Celina.” Victor Dupé stepped forward and reached for her hand. Celina dropped her overnight bag to the floor and accepted his handshake. There was more salt than pepper in his hair, more worry than laugh lines around his eyes. He was broad-shouldered and medium height, and when she shook his hand, he used his free one to squeeze her elbow. Very Bill Clinton, not quite regulation, but not solicitous either. He was a good man—energetic for his age and this top position—and one who cared about his agents. Celina let out the breath she was holding and gave him a small smile. She was glad to be back under his umbrella.
 
   Dupé turned her toward the woman and introduced her. Lana Custov, ex-DEA, and now his section chief, but instead of shaking Celina’s hand, Lana put her hands on her hips, a deliberate move that both snubbed Celina and opened her jacket to reveal her badge. 
 
   And her cleavage. 
 
   She had good reason to be cocky. But I’ve been in Iowa where they grow them just as big and all natural.
 
   As Celina went to introduce Chief Forester, however, she realized the effect Lana’s chest had. Forester was a deer frozen in headlights. Celina ignored Lana’s look of conquest as she introduced the Chief to Dupé. 
 
   Then she asked for an update on Ronni.
 
   “She’s out of surgery,” Lana said. 
 
   “I know that,” Celina said. “Has her condition been upgraded?”
 
   Lana breathed impatience. “She’s in serious condition, but she’ll survive.” She turned to Dupé. “Everyone’s in the conference room waiting.” 
 
   Dupé nodded. “We have a lot to cover.” He motioned them toward the bank of offices down the hall to their left. Forester fell into step beside Lana. Thomas lagged behind, exchanging a funky handshake with one of the Feds passing by. 
 
   Cooper and Celina hung back. “She’s a machine,” he murmured under his breath, picking up Celina’s bag. “Doesn’t care about anyone.”
 
   “She’s a pixie in a power suit.”
 
   They stood there together for a moment staring at Lana. Just as the woman reached the door to the conference room, Forester pulling it open for her, she turned and glanced back at them. It was a subtle, over the shoulder look, her left eyebrow rising ever so slightly at the sight of them standing together, Celina’s bag in Cooper’s hands. Celina saw the mocking shadow pass over her face again and a second later Lana was on her way back.
 
   Cooper stiffened beside her. 
 
   “From here on out, the DEA has ceded authority on this case to the FBI.” Lana smiled at Cooper. “Your presence here is not necessary…” She paused for effect. “Nor wanted.”
 
   Cooper opened his mouth to respond, but stopped and forcefully closed it. 
 
   Celina admired his control. She, however, was more than up for Lana’s challenge. Engaging her expressionless perfunctory smile, Celina stepped toward her. “I had an instructor at Quantico who always said, ‘an effective leader uses all the tools in his toolbox, and uses them wisely’, meaning don’t use a hammer when you need a screwdriver.”
 
   Lana took the challenge. “Your point?”
 
   Engage warmer smile. Manipulate the manipulator. “Like you, Agent Harris has years of experience with Emilio Londano and his organization. Like you, he’s looking for a successful outcome here. You may be the hammer that drives this mission forward, but when it comes time to put the screws to Emilio, you’ll need the screwdriver to get the job done.”  
 
   After a second, Lana mirrored her smile with absolutely no warmth. “How metaphorical of you, Agent Davenport, but from my experience Agent Harris has never been a team player. He’s undisciplined, unprincipled, and” —she did that pause thing again as she glanced at Cooper—“unmanageable.” 
 
   How un-tidy, Celina thought, keeping her smile in place. Cooper was none of those things. The complete polar opposite of those things in fact. Kind of like Lana seeming to be the exact opposite of how Cooper described her. What was with these two? “Director Dupé has already given Agents Harris and the SCVC taskforce clearance to help with this mission.” Celina dropped her smile and did her best innocent look. “I’m surprised he didn’t mention that to you.”   
 
   Lana’s lips tightened. Bingo. Lana knew…she just didn’t know Celina knew. 
 
   Lana tapped her foot on the floor, passing her gaze between Celina and Cooper. Down the hall, Forester was still holding the door, gaze locked on Lana. Dupé stuck out his head. “Chief Custov?” 
 
   “Coming,” she said, giving him a true smile. 
 
   Wants to snag the boss, Celina added to her list, and then something clicked in her brain that made her look at Cooper. He was a statue, looking down the hall but seeing nothing. Saying nothing. Had Lana been one of the gals?
 
   Lana turned back. “Let me give you a piece of advice, rookie.” She was completely cool, completely ignoring Cooper, completely emphasizing the annoying term. “You weren’t the first and you won’t be the last in Agent Harris’s bed, but if you’re ever going to be a part of my team, you better chose your fuck buddies with more discretion.” 
 
   O-kay. Celina closed the distance between them, put her nose to Lana’s. “How dare you tell me what—” Cooper’s hand touched her arm and she stopped in mid-sentence, remembering his instructions. Taking a deep breath, she stepped back. Forced her gaze to mimic Cooper’s.
 
   Lana smiled. She marched to the door, heels clacking confidently as Forester ushered her into the conference room.
 
   Studying Cooper’s face, Celina forced herself to keep breathing. “So you and Lana…” she let her voice trail off.
 
   “Hate each other, yes,” Cooper said. “Thank God she’s one of you now and I rarely have to deal with her.” He gave Celina a wink and ushered her forward. “Your metaphor was off. I’m a power tool. Y’know, like a Dewalt drill driver, 12volt, XR pack kind of guy.”
 
   Cooper never joked. He was trying to take her mind off of Lana, distract her so she’d calm down. 
 
   “You lied,” she said under her breath to him as they approached the conference room. “That woman has never bench-pressed a weight in her life.”
 
   “It took her less than thirty seconds to make you lose your cool,” he said, matching her voice. “Never underestimate what she can do.”
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
   Throughout her teenage years, Celina had a reoccurring nightmare. She stood in front of a group of people wearing nothing but a rosary. Cooper’s estimate of how many people were waiting for her in the sleek, modern, high-tech conference room of L.A.’s FBI headquarters was conservative. At least twenty-four pairs of eyes focused on her as she entered the room and Celina froze in mid-stride. She double-checked to make sure she was still wearing clothes.
 
   Most of the SCVC taskforce was present and an FBI profiler. There was also a female fugitive apprehension agent who looked like she could pass for Celina’s sister. 
 
   “Sara Rios,” the woman said, shaking Celina’s hand. “How are you doing, Agent Davenport?”
 
   “I’ve had better days.” I’d rather face Emilio than speak in front of all these people.
 
   Celina shook hands with the rest of them and took a seat reserved for her next to Dupé. Lana sat directly across from her, her face a blank. Cooper was also on the other side of the table, but farther down next to Thomas. 
 
   Dupé updated the group on the current situation, including the manhunt. Celina noted Emilio’s picture had been added to the FBI’s Top 10, hanging poster-size, on the walls. One drug cartel leader in among terrorists and serial killers. In Celina’s mind, Emilio fit perfectly with the others.
 
   Dupé directed his next comment to her. “After you left the safe house in Des Moines, the agent in charge had a visitor.” Pushing a button on the remote in front of him, a black and white image of the safe house’s living room appeared on a monitor in front of each person. Mary had her back to the camera. She was talking on a cell phone and looking out the front window next to the fireplace. 
 
   Her voice was too soft for the audio to capture, but Celina strained to catch what she was saying. A man emerged behind her, his back also to the camera. Not tall—about the same height as Mary—but well-muscled. While a ball cap covered much of his head, Celina could see his hair was dark and cut close to his skull. He hesitated for a moment, head cocked to listen to the agent. Mary closed the phone and he moved toward her with grace like a cat, and something clicked in Celina’s brain.
 
   Cooper sat expressionless, but the rigidity of his back confirmed what Celina’s mind was saying. 
 
   Emilio was that close.
 
   The next few minutes of video unfolded in silence except for the voices of the agent and Emilio. At the end, he left her on the floor and blew a kiss at the camera as he passed. The ball cap was pulled low enough to shadow his features and his hand helped conceal even more, but something about the gesture rang false to Celina. Before she could put her finger on it, Dupé stopped the recording and everyone’s eyes swung to her.
 
   “What I want to know,” Lana said, picking up a pen and rolling it between her fingers, “is why Londano killed a male agent, but only injured the female ones. Why stab the first one in the shoulder and not in the kidney? Why interrogate this agent and then leave her with only a head concussion like he did McBroom?”
 
   Celina shrugged. “Emilio has never murdered a woman that I know of.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   Cooper spoke. “His MO does not include direct involvement in murdering anyone, male or female. In the past, he’s always directed Valquis or one of his other lieutenants to do his dirty work. Killing Sugars—”
 
   “My question still stands,” Lana interrupted. Her eyes continued boring into Celina. “Why didn’t he kill the female agents?”
 
   “They have names,” Celina said. “Ronni, Dawn, and Mary.”
 
   Lana stopped rolling her pen and Celina felt mental ice daggers shooting across the table at her. 
 
   The profiler sat forward in his seat. A middle-aged guy with thick-rimmed glasses and a facial tic that made him smile at the end of every sentence, every pause. “Emilio and Enrique were raised by their mother.” Smile.
 
   “That’s right,” Celina jumped in, glancing around the table and settling her gaze on Dupé. “In Mexico City. Their father, Ernesto, and their uncles who ran the original drug cartel supported a local politician, Muendez, who was active in their organization. He helped them stay out of prison and they funded his rise up the political ladder. But a deal between Emilio’s uncles and Muendez went bad and all the parties chose to blame Ernesto. Muendez sent some of his men to the house to find Ernesto and exact some revenge, but he wasn’t there. Emilio’s mother was beaten in front of the two boys but she refused to tell Muendez’s men where Ernesto was hiding; maybe she honestly didn’t know and eventually they killed her. Ernesto never returned to the family and Emilio and Enrique went to live with their uncle Jose Prisco. That’s where they learned the business.”
 
   Lana tapped her pen three times in succession. “Was there an answer to my question in that story, Agent Davenport?”
 
   Celina glanced at the profiler. He nodded, and answered. “Emilio is opposed to killing women because of what happened to his mother.” Smile.
 
    “But that fact will hardly help us capture him,” Celina said, her eyes now locked on Lana’s. “So really it’s a moot point.”
 
   Lana’s pen stopped in mid-swing.
 
   “May I?” Celina asked Dupé, pointing at the remote. He handed it to her. “The real question is why is Emilio doing this? What’s his motivation?” She rewound the last thirty seconds of the video feed and let it play again. Emilio dropped the agent and blew a kiss at the camera. 
 
   Thomas cleared his throat behind her. “You said it was revenge. He wants to make the FBI look incompetent.”
 
   Celina rewound the feed again, and the scene unfolded once more. “Too simple,” she said, still distracted by the tight feeling in her stomach. “I had a lot of time on the plane ride back here to think about it and I believe revenge is too simplistic of a motive for Emilio. He’s never been driven by emotion. Enrique, yes, but not Emilio. Emilio’s cerebral. Goal-oriented. He’s a business man, motivated by deal-making and long term strategy to further his bottom line. Revenge seems…” Her voice trailed off for a moment as Emilio blew a kiss at the camera, at her. “Trivial.”
 
   Sitting across from Cooper, the DEA section chief, Hart Kipfer, drummed his fingers on the tabletop. He was forty and balding in all the wrong places but, like Dupé, he was highly respected by all the operatives in the room. “A smart man would head for the border. Self-preservation first, payback later, when he felt safer.”
 
   “Exactly,” Celina said. 
 
   The profiler agreed. “It doesn’t fit with his personality to take these kinds of chances.” Smile.
 
   “It’s like he’s flaunting himself at us.” Celina stared at the frozen man on the screen again. “Risking everything, when he could disappear to Mexico or South America and lay low until the worst is over. He has a complete, multi-layered business in place down there even though the Mexican federales took out a bunch of his connections in conjunction with our arrest. He still has contacts and people willing to risk their life for his. Why break out of prison and then not run?”
 
   “Prison changes a man,” Cooper interjected. “Especially the intelligent ones like Londano. They lose their future and start taking things one day at a time. Risk doesn’t matter. Revenge does.”
 
   Dupé checked his watch. “Understanding Emilio Londano’s motivation is important to figuring out his next step, but not necessarily critical. Celina?” She broke her stare at the monitor and Dupé continued. “Will Emilio follow you back here?”
 
    “He tracked me to Des Moines. And then to the safe house. Whatever else is on his agenda, it does appear he’s after me. He’ll come to California.”
 
   The profiler nodded agreement; several others around the table did as well.
 
   “If he was truly after you,” Lana said, “why didn’t he get you at your apartment?”
 
   This was another thing Celina had had more time to consider. “Thomas interrupted him, I think. He probably wanted me to find Ronni and the others before he kidnapped me or tortured me, or whatever he was going to do. Thomas showed up and threw his plans off track. Self-preservation won out that time.”
 
   “How lucky for you.” Lana’s voice held the slightest trace of sarcasm. 
 
   Was she imagining it? Not likely since most of the men in the room dropped their eyes to the table. Everyone except Dupé and the DEA chief.
 
   Agent Rios, the fugitive apprehension agent sitting off to the side, gave Celina a supportive smile.
 
   Dupé steepled his fingers under his chin, considering. “I don’t believe he’s stupid enough to come after you now with a nationwide manhunt and a five million dollar reward on his head. Too risky.”
 
   “He seems to like risk.” Forester spoke for the first time. “And a challenge. Hell, he got himself out of prison without so much as a burp.”
 
   “So how do we catch him?” Kipfer asked, but the question was directed at Cooper.
 
   “That would be my job,” Rios interjected, standing up. “While the manhunt continues, I’ll coordinate follow-up on the calls made to the tip hotline. I’ll also be looking at alternative ways to catch Londano in case none of those pans out.”
 
   “Has anyone called yet?” Celina asked.
 
   Sara gave her a quirky smile. “About two hundred last I checked.” 
 
   Celina heard Cooper whistle softly under his breath. 
 
   “Two hundred?” she repeated.
 
   “He murdered an FBI agent and severely injured three others in order to get at the New Face of the FBI. He’s got a lot of people’s attention.”
 
    “Any credible leads?” Cooper asked.
 
   Rios shook her head. “So far, no. Few calls have come from people here, in California, or from Iowa. Fewer still match our exact description or timeline. At this point we have three to five sightings that seem viable.”
 
   Three to five? How pathetic. Celina held back a sigh. “What can I do to help?”
 
   “For now,” Dupé told her, “I’m sending you to a safe house with guards posted around the clock.”
 
   “But,” Celina started, and Dupé held up a hand to stop her. She ignored it. “But this is my case,” she continued. Seeing Dupé’s eyes darken, she added, “Sir.”
 
   Lana doodled on a page in her Day-Timer. “There are no safe houses available. I checked a few hours ago and they’re all full.”
 
   Dupé showed disbelief. “Seven safe houses between San Diego and L.A. and they’re all full?”
 
   “L.A. has sent us three witnesses in protection for the Buffico trial. Northern CA sent us two families displaced by mudslides, and West Coast ATF is using the last two for temporary housing for some of their special units in training at Camp Pendleton. We’re booked.”
 
   Frowning, Dupé shook his head. “Do you still have your apartment here in Carlsbad?” he asked Celina.
 
   “I sublet it before I left.”
 
   Dupé rubbed his chin with his fingers. “Get a hotel room and bill it to me.” He shot Forester a look. “You’re staying?”
 
   Forester gave him a brief nod. “I’ll bunk with her.”
 
   Celina’s smile fell off her face. Lana stopped doodling and chuckled under her breath.
 
   Cooper cleared his throat, and Celina refused to look at him, knowing he was enjoying the image of her and Forester sharing a hotel room. 
 
   “My group can help with hotline tips,” he offered.
 
   Dupé stood up, pushing back his chair. “Good.” He gathered papers and his PDA. “I have a Homeland Security meeting in Washington tomorrow at oh-eight-hundred hours. I’ll be back by fourteen hundred tomorrow and we’ll meet here at that time to reevaluate our position.” 
 
   He pointed at Celina. “Stay in the hotel room and lay low. Agent Kipfer will set up a security detail for you. Lana will see to it you have everything else you need.”
 
   Lana sighed, and Celina recovered from her shock. “Yes, sir,” she said, sending Lana a merciless smile. “Thank you, sir.”
 
   “I’ll see you when I get back.” His eyes lit on Celina’s face for a second too long and Lana briskly closed her Day-Timer and stood. Following Dupé out of the room, she cast one long scathing look over her shoulder at Celina.
 
   Celina glanced at Cooper. As Lana disappeared from sight, the two of them shared a smile.
 
   “Let’s find the restroom,” Sara said, grabbing Celina’s hand and hauling her toward the door.
 
   “Why?” Celina grabbed her overnight bag from the floor as they passed.
 
   “You’ll see.”
 
   A minute later, Celina was in the twentieth floor women’s restroom, shedding her clothes and watching Sara shed hers. “You really think Emilio’s back in California already and watching this building?”
 
   “It’s a possibility, isn’t it?” She handed Celina her shirt, grabbed the one Celina handed her in exchange. “From a distance, few people would be able to tell us apart. If he’s out there and decides to follow me instead of you, I’ll catch him.”
 
   She dropped her eyes, kicked her left foot into the heel of the right boot, and slipped it off. 
 
   Celina put on the pink shirt and start buttoning. When Sara had pulled the other boot off, she scooted them across the concrete floor to her. “Anything I should know about your relationship with him?”
 
   “He’s both charming and vindictive.” Celina took the jeans Sara handed her and tugged them on. They were tight and a little long. She zipped them up anyway. “When he’s ready to kill me, he’ll want to do it himself, slowly and privately.”
 
   Sara thought for a moment, sliding into Celina’s jeans. “So he’ll try to get close to me.”
 
   Celina sat down and drew on one of Sara’s boots. It was a perfect size seven and a half. “Be cautious. He’s very resourceful.”
 
   Their clothing exchange completed, Sara motioned for Celina to turn around. She wrapped Celina’s hair in a low bun that she clipped at the base of Celina’s neck. Celina then helped Sara muss her hair up so it looked more like hers. 
 
   “We’re good,” Sara said, placing an arm around Celina and turning her to face the mirror. 
 
   “Are you Cuban?” Celina asked.
 
   “No, I’m a mishmash of a bunch of things.” She pulled an FBI cap out of a backpack and stuck it on Celina’s head, snugging it down low over her eyes. “Stay with your security detail at all times.”
 
   Celina shook Sara’s hand. “Watch your back.” She took a deep breath. “Emilio will not be happy if he figures out we’ve tricked him.”
 
   “If you catch him before I do,” Sara said softly, “put a bullet in him and be done with it. He doesn’t deserve to live.”
 
   Celina opened the door for her and thought again about Ronni and the others. Emilio deserved more than one bullet.
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter Eighteen
 
    
 
   In Celina’s top ten nightmares, she never imagined anything as horrifying as spending the night in a hotel with Chief Eugene Forester. Still dressed in Sara’s clothes, she sat on the single king-size bed and wondered if things could get much worse. 
 
   Celina had insisted on staying in Carlsbad. Forester had insisted on driving her to the hotel. All through L.A., he’d swerved and sworn and Celina had held on to the Jesus handle in the Taurus rental as if her life depended on it. She wondered how her security tail managed to keep up with them. To make matters worse, Forester wouldn’t let her sit in the car while he picked up the key cards at the front desk for the room reserved for them. He’d insisted Celina never be out of his sight, even though her security guards were sitting directly beside them in the hotel parking lot. 
 
   She tried unsuccessfully to convince the chief to get two separate rooms, but he wouldn’t cooperate. It wouldn’t have mattered; the hotel was booked with the exception of one room—a single, king-size bed with not even a pullout couch. Celina sat on the bed now debating the merits of sleeping in the straight back desk chair or the bathtub. 
 
   Sleeping outside with the security guys held more appeal.
 
   What she really wanted was to sleep with Cooper. He was outside the hotel somewhere; she could feel it. He’d told her he was going to the Carlsbad satellite office to catch up on paperwork and assign the team members he could spare to follow up on the hotline calls, but that wasn’t all he was up to. Like he’d told Forester, he was assuming the position of bodyguard. He might have been out of sight, but he was keeping close tabs on her as he lay in wait for Emilio.
 
    
 
    
 
   While the security detail and a couple of local cops formed a circle around the hotel, Cooper watched their circle. He worked like that, thought in layers. A single security layer was easy to breach. Every layer added to the circle made it harder for the perp to break through without getting caught. Emilio had become quite adept at slipping by trained law enforcement officers, killing those who stood in his way. It wasn’t his style, his MO, but then like Cooper had told the group in the conference room, prison changed a man.
 
   The Cooper on duty outside didn’t fit the Cooper she’d witnessed today with Lana. The woman was competitive and mean-spirited, but Cooper’s version of her was ridiculously exaggerated. Celina couldn’t believe he was so immature as to make up outlandish stories. There was something more between them, she’d bet her pink polka-dot underwear on it.
 
   Underwear. She went to her carry-on bag and rummaged through the clothing. As soon as Forester was out of the bathroom, she was going to run a big tub of hot water and take a soothing bath. Get out of Sara’s clothes and relax. She’d been on such a whirlwind for the past twenty-four hours, she needed a few minutes without distractions to think about Emilio and figure out what he was really up to. 
 
   Her hand stilled in the clothes as her mind circled a mix of images. There was something about that video from the safe house in Des Moines that kept popping to the surface. Something about the way he looked or moved that was wrong. It was him, but it wasn’t. Why couldn’t she place it?
 
   Just like his new smoking habit, something in his mannerisms had changed. 
 
   Making a mental note to discuss her intuition with Cooper, she went through her clothes again. Normally, she slept in as little as possible. Under the current circumstances, that was obviously out of the question. 
 
   Settling on yoga pants and a T-shirt, she went to the patio doors where she pushed the curtains aside. The room was on the top floor, facing the courtyard below. No patio, just a railing nailed across the outside of the glass to keep guests from using the patio doors and taking a big fall into the part-tropical, part-desert garden below. Mixed in with the palm trees and gardenia bushes were succulents the size of a car and cactus plants that sported spines as long as her thigh. 
 
   The hotel curved in a U-shape so that most of the rooms had an ocean view. An ocean view that, Celina decided, craning her neck to look around the leaves of a palm tree waving in front of her window, could only be seen with binoculars even on a clear day. Outside the courtyard was the front drive. Beyond that, the coastal highway, then the boardwalk, and beyond that, in the distance, the Pacific Ocean. Since it was dark, the most she could see were the flashing stoplights on the highway.
 
   Flipping the lock on the patio door, she slid it open and took a deep breath of cool air. She could almost smell the ocean. She strained her ears, listening, and in between cars on the highway, she heard the waves. Closing her eyes, she imagined standing in the waves when this was over, and felt some of the tension drain from her shoulders. 
 
   She was stuck in a hotel room that featured a patio door without a patio, her oversized, gruff-as-a-linebacker ex-boss, and no clean underwear. But being on Emilio’s list was the real nightmare, one she had to bring to an end soon, before anyone else got hurt. 
 
   “Davenport,” Forester barked behind her. He was finally out of the bathroom. “Get your fanny away from that window.”
 
   Drawing in another deep breath, Celina stepped back, shut the door and closed the curtains.
 
   Turning, she froze, staring at her boss in total disbelief.
 
   Her boss, sans shirt.
 
   “Don’t you have any sense?” Forester asked her.
 
   “Don’t you have any sense of decency?”
 
   His hands went to his hips. “What? You’ve never seen a man bare-chested before?”
 
   Oh my god, Celina thought, and went and locked herself in the bathroom.
 
    
 
    
 
   Long, hot soaks in the tub weren’t normally her thing. She was always running late and preferred showers. But every once in a while, when her mind was in full ADD-mode, a hot bath slowed her blood pressure and reduced her mental pressure to a manageable spin.
 
   Forester was on his cell phone when she emerged from the bathroom. He was also flipping channels on the TV back and forth between CNN, MSNBC, and Fox News and eating a slice of pizza. Celina was relieved to see he’d put a shirt on. 
 
   His gaze flicked to her, sized her up in her yoga-wear, and returned to the television. He grunted something into the phone, snapped it shut, and motioned with his head at the plate of pizza on the desk. “I ordered room service. And your friend dropped off some soda for you, but I’m guessing he mostly wanted to check on you. Wouldn’t let me interrupt your bath, though.”
 
   He said ‘friend’ in a way that meant Cooper. The smell of sausage and mushrooms fired up her stomach. She was starving. “He’s a good agent.”  
 
   “Punto’s improving. The lung the surgeon fixed is hanging in there and the prognosis is good. She’ll need some time to recoup and maybe some physical therapy, but she said to tell you hi.”
 
   “She’s awake?” 
 
   Forester nodded. “Her family’s there. I talked to the sister. She said Ronni doesn’t remember what happened yet. Doc claims it’ll come back to her once they ease her off the sedatives and pain medication. Be a few days.” 
 
   Celina nodded, glad for the update as she sat in the chair and ate pizza. It was still hot, and tasted delicious. 
 
   “You’ve been on all the news channels.” Forester pushed a button on the remote. “Lead story.”
 
   “That was the plan,” Celina said, licking grease off a finger.
 
   “Dupé seems less than happy about your plan.”
 
   “He’ll be happy when we catch Emilio.”
 
   Forester grunted and changed the channel. 
 
   There in full color was Cooper leading her away from the house in Des Moines. Celina scooted the chair forward and scanned the crowd as the camera panned the property. She was looking for anyone wearing a red ball cap. She saw no one. 
 
   “You’re lucky Dupé likes you,” Forester said, scanning the crowd like she was. “You seem like trouble to me. I’d have fired your ass after that Time thing.”
 
   The clip ended and the news anchor appeared with a head shot of Emilio hanging in the air to her right. It was a copy of a picture Celina had taken. He looked intelligent and confident. The news anchor dispatched the nationwide manhunt information.
 
   “You’re letter of the law,” Celina said, eyeing the chief. “I’m more essence of the law.”
 
   Forester made an exasperated noise in the back of his throat, rose from the edge of the bed, and grabbed another slice of pizza. “The law is the law, Davenport. Don’t hide behind some mumbo jumbo ‘essence’ crap.”
 
   Celina chuckled. “So I’m a little unconventional. I get the job done. That’s why they stuck me on the SCVC taskforce.”
 
   “Huh.”
 
   They sat in silence, chewing. Another minute and the pizza was gone. 
 
   “How do you multitask so well when you’re driving?” Celina asked him. 
 
   Forester raised an eyebrow.
 
   “You know,” she said, “that thing you did the first day I arrived in Des Moines. I had to ride with you to the bank robbery for my initiation. You used your knees on the steering wheel while you were loading your shotgun. Talking on the radio while you took a corner doing ninety. Cooper does that too.”
 
   Forester almost cracked a smile. He grabbed a glass from the mini-bar and opened one of the Cokes room service had delivered with the pizza. “Practice.”
 
   He offered Celina the other soda, but she grabbed a Dew instead. “That’s what I told Ronni. I just need more practice.”
 
   Forester drank some soda, picked up a chocolate candy mint with the hotel’s logo on the wrapper and broke it in half. He handed one tiny piece to her.
 
   Celina accepted the mint and studied the chief. Anyone who shared a piece of chocolate wasn’t all bad. She raised her quarter inch of the mint to him. “Here’s to the successful capture of Emilio Londano.”
 
   Forester raised his glass, having already inhaled his portion of the mint, and took a big drink. “You sleep with him?”
 
   She choked. The mint stuck in her throat. “Of course not!”
 
   Forester gave her a nod. “Good. Let’s get some sleep. I’ll take the floor.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Cooper was six seconds from falling asleep when Thomas said, “I can handle this, Coop, if you want to catch some zzz’s.”
 
   The partners were situated five hundred yards southeast of the hotel on an overpass that eventually hooked northbound traffic up to the Pacific highway. Construction work had closed the outside northbound lane, but the construction workers were long gone and Cooper had moved a few barricades and squeezed his Tacoma into the perfect vantage point. He and Thomas were protected from any late-night traffic flowing up the overpass, and could watch the back of the hotel. 
 
   It was only midnight, but they were still sleep-deprived, jet lagged, and hungry. They’d analyzed everything about Londano that had been discussed during the meeting at FBI headquarters: his means of transportation, whether or not he had a fake ID and was therefore able to fly, how soon he’d reenter California by plane, train, or automobile. They also went over a few things that hadn’t been discussed in the meeting. Like what he might do to Celina if he kidnapped her. 
 
   That last discussion still grabbed Cooper by the gut.
 
   Taking the night-vision binoculars away from his eyes, he rubbed a hand down his face. He fed his gut check with an image of Londano getting near Celina. It kept him awake better than the six cups of coffee he’d downed in the past two hours. “I want this bastard. I personally want the satisfaction of nailing him when he shows up.”
 
   The younger agent stretched out on the passenger side, stifling a yawn. “You haven’t slept in days. You’re a walking zombie.”
 
   “You haven’t had much yourself.”
 
   “Yeah, but I’m young. Doesn’t bother me.”
 
   Cooper took his focus off the hotel for a second. “You see that railing, Hawkins?” He gestured with his chin at the concrete and metal outside Thomas’s door.
 
   “What about it?”
 
   “You keep it up with the disrespect and you’ll be dangling by your toes from it.”
 
   Thomas chuckled. “I have no doubt you’d throw me over the side without an ounce of remorse, sir.” After a minute, he glanced at Cooper. “You know, you scared the shit out of me when I was assigned to the taskforce.”
 
   Cooper returned the binoculars to his eyes. “Obviously that’s changed.”
 
   “That first month, I really believed you had some kind of super human powers. Celina kept throwing herself at you, but you ignored her, shut her down. The rest of us were all like, how does he do that? Why does he do that? Then that whole takedown with Londano and the arrests. The Dyer thing. Man, you were like a machine.” He yawned, sat forward, and drummed his hands on the dashboard in a quick rhythm. “Des Moines changed that though.”
 
   Des Moines changed everything. Cooper ground his teeth together.
 
   Thomas rolled his head around on his shoulders. “You became human just like the rest of us poor pathetic schmucks, Coop.”
 
   Cooper grunted. 
 
   “Oh, don’t worry, we still know we’re not worthy to kiss the boots of The Beast, but now, you know, we don’t feel like such losers.”
 
   Cooper tried to work up annoyance over the comment, found he felt a touch of relief instead. “Shut up, Hawkins, and quit squirming.” He gave the agent a hard, disdainful glare that even in the dim light from the street, Thomas should feel to his bones. “We’ve got a job to do here and a woman’s life depends on it.”
 
   “Forester got the good job. Being Celina’s personal bodyguard, getting to sleep in a nice hotel room, order room service. Tell me again why we didn’t volunteer for that assignment?”
 
   Thomas was right. Forester had suddenly become a leech. A leech that got to sleep in the same room with Celina. Cooper drew a breath, prepared to swear, but his cell phone chirped, interrupting him.
 
   Caller ID told him it was fugitive recovery agent Sara Rios. “We received a call,” she said, bypassing the normal hello. “Our man’s in your neck of the woods. The Palomino Apartments in Carlsbad, fourth floor. Landlord there saw the man’s face on the ten o’clock news. Says the guy’s home. You know the place?” 
 
   Cooper threw the binoculars on the seat and started the SUV. The Palomino Apartments…why did that sound familiar? “We’re less than a mile from it.”
 
   “SWAT team’s on their way. Thought you might want to be in on the takedown.”
 
   Cooper moved the phone from his mouth and instructed Thomas to alert the agents in the inner circle to stay alert, they were following a lead. Then he slammed the vehicle into gear and shot out of the barricaded lane. “Damn straight,” he said to Sara. “We’ll be there.” 
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter Nineteen
 
    
 
   A sharp, rhythmic buzzing woke Celina from a deep sleep. Heart thudding, she slapped at the alarm clock on the nightstand. It didn’t stop, and it was so loud, it echoed in the room. The previous night’s occupant had forgotten to turn off the alarm setting, or housekeeping had accidentally knocked the switch on. She sat up, fumbled with the buttons on the clock, sure the neighbors next to her were cussing her out. 
 
   The room was dark and Celina searched for the light switch on the lamp next to the bed. The digital read out on the clock read 4:14 a.m. as she turned the switch. 
 
   No light.
 
    “Chief,” she said, over the blaring noise. She turned the alarm clock over, kept trying buttons. “I can’t get this thing to shut off.”
 
   No answer. 
 
   Celina ripped the cord from the wall. Still the buzzing continued. Battery-backup, she thought and fumbled for the battery case. It was empty.
 
   Celina looked around, her brain finally registering the sound. 
 
   Not an alarm clock. Fire alarm.
 
   “Chief,” she called again, all her instincts on high alert. She didn’t smell smoke, but she was on the third floor. The fire could be on another floor. Her eyes adjusted somewhat to the dark room and she wondered why the auxiliary lighting hadn’t come on. Did the hotel have a generator? Had it malfunctioned? 
 
   Had someone tampered with it? 
 
   She felt around the nightstand for her cell phone. It wasn’t there. She’d fallen asleep with it in bed. Running her hands over the tangled blankets, she still couldn’t locate it.
 
   The warning bell in her head matched the clanging of the fire alarm. She grabbed her gun from the nightstand and took a deep breath, readying herself. Where was Forester? Why didn’t he answer her? 
 
   Inching her way around the end of the bed, she strained her vision, checking everything she could see. The door was closed although she couldn’t tell if it was still locked. The curtains were drawn. Skirting the bed, she saw the white sheets and tan blanket piled on the floor where Forester had bedded down.
 
   The chief was gone. She swept her gun in controlled arcs around the room, looking for any out-of-place shadow or sudden movement. 
 
   Her back to the wall, she slid around the armoire that held the television. Then the desk, making it to the curtains. As she yanked one side back from the other, soft light slipped in. Keeping herself hidden, she peeked out. All looked normal except for the people gathering below. No fire trucks. Celina scanned the windows and doors of the hotel within her view and saw no smoke.
 
   Her heart in overdrive, she drew back from the crack in the curtains and considered her options. That’s when she felt it. 
 
   Someone else was in the room.
 
   All her senses screamed at her to get out. Without hesitation, she flipped the lock on the patio door and pushed it open, but before she could catapult herself over the iron railing, a hand grabbed her by the hair and jerked her backwards. Her chin pointing at the ceiling, she stumbled against the intruder. Definitely a man.
 
   She jerked her right elbow back, aiming for his stomach. It caught him in the side. He barely flinched as he wrapped one arm around her waist and tugged her farther away from the window. Releasing her hair, he tried to knock the gun from her hand, but she stretched it out and firing, sent three rounds through the glass of the patio door. Glass shattered and fell to the ground and Celina hoped it was a clear enough call for help.
 
   Over the buzzing of the alarm, the man—Emilio?—grunted with anger. He shoved her against the wall beside the desk, moving with quick efficiency to slam her wrist with the gun against the edge of the desk. 
 
   A bone snapped. Celina clamped her lips together, refusing to cry out at the pain. But her hand opened and the gun fell to the floor.
 
   Emilio pushed her against the wall with full body contact, his face in hers, his breath warm on her cheeks as he spit angry words at her. She couldn’t understand them against the backdrop of the fire alarm, but their meaning wasn’t lost in the noise. Struggling, she pushed at him, but drew in a sharp breath when her right hand registered pain at the force. She tried to bring her knee up, but he’d spread her legs outside of his when he’d pushed her and the knee could do no damage. 
 
   Emilio grabbed her face with both hands and slammed her head into the wall twice with such force his dark image swam in front of her. She closed her eyes and forced her knees not to buckle. At the same time, she swung her good arm and landed a fisted blow to his stomach. She stomped on the top of his foot with hers.
 
   The punch seemed to do little, the heel stomp even less, since she was barefoot and he wore thick leather boots. In the next second, the cold metal of a knife bit her at the base of her throat.
 
   Although she was already pinned against the wall, she instinctively flattened herself farther, trying to become one with the paint. The tip of the knife slid down and opened a cut across her collarbone. 
 
   The fire alarm stopped. In the sudden silence, its echo vibrated in her ears along with her breathing. Emilio was a bulky presence against her, the knife a cutting one. Her head throbbed and her vision blurred as she took another swing at him. This one he blocked, catching her wrist with his free hand and chuckling low in his throat. “You are paying for what you did. One by one, they will continue to fall, until you have no one and nothing left to live for. Then I will slit your throat.”
 
   In the hallway, men yelled. Feet pounded outside the door. “Try it. I’ll put a bullet in your head.”
 
   She head-butted him, but Emilio didn’t seem to care. He smacked her upside the head. “Live in fear,” he murmured in her ear. And then he licked her collarbone where his knife had drawn blood. 
 
   Celina slapped his face, her pain morphing into rage.
 
   The door opened with a swift bang. Emilio let go of her, running for the patio door.
 
   “Halt!” a man yelled.
 
   He didn’t stop. As he grabbed the railing, the security agent fired, but Emilio was over the railing in a heartbeat, the shot sailing over his head.
 
   Celina’s security agents rushed the room to the patio doors, guns ready. Pushing herself off the wall, she hobbled past the desk and followed them. Emilio had survived the fall and was running across the courtyard, but the security team pulled up without firing a shot. The courtyard was full of people.
 
   A moment later Emilio disappeared behind an incoming fire truck.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
  
 
   Chapter Twenty
 
    
 
   Red and blue lights cut through the night as Cooper shot past fire engines and drove into the hotel parking lot. A police officer stopped him, but a flash of the badge hanging around his neck got him through the barricade. He swerved around people and vehicles into a No Parking zone and parked.
 
   The SWAT team and the taskforce had descended on The Palomino Apartment building en masse and came up empty-handed. While they’d been at the apartment Emilio Londano had rented, Emilio was at the hotel terrorizing Celina. 
 
   Cooper was so mad he was ready to spit nails.
 
   Too late. Too goddamn late again.
 
   Thomas, next to him, kept flashing his badge until they found a Carlsbad PD lieutenant that recognized the tight expression on Cooper’s face and understood it. “Agent Davenport took a bit of a beating,” Sam Pressfield told him as he led both men toward an ambulance with its doors open wide. Sam and Cooper went back to Cooper’s days on the beat. “But she’ll be okay.”
 
   Cooper heard the words but didn’t believe them. Wouldn’t believe them until he saw Celina in person. Did his own evaluation. “How’d he get to her?” he ground out between clenched teeth.
 
   “No forced entry. We think he scored a key card. Used that.”
 
   “What about Forester?” Thomas asked. “Was he injured?”
 
   “Agent Davenport’s security detail can’t find him.” Pressfield pointed toward two men flanking the sides of the ambulance. Agents Simmons and McCain nodded a dour greeting.
 
   Cooper and Thomas exchanged a glance, knew what the other was thinking. Thomas shook hands with one of the agents and Cooper took a look inside the ambulance. Celina sat on the gurney with her head between her knees. An EMT was wrapping her gun hand with white tape. “How is she?” Cooper asked.
 
   Celina looked up and Cooper’s stomach heaved. Blood covered the front of her T-shirt under a very white gauze pad taped to her collarbone. He looked away, looked back. Forced himself not to go ape-shit.
 
   The EMT glanced up, went back to wrapping. “Broken bone in her wrist. Possible mild concussion. Superficial knife wound that requires stitches. We’ll be transporting her as soon as she cooperates.”
 
   Celina smiled weakly. “I’m fine and I wanted to talk to you. Matt Simmons told me you were on your way.” Her voice sounded weary and tired. “I made them wait.”
 
   Climbing in, he sat on the gurney beside her and realized with the cramped quarters, his leg had nowhere to go except against hers. He stared at the faded denim of his jeans against the soft black stretch pants she was wearing and tried to ignore the metallic smell of her blood. “What happened, Celina?”
 
   She told him the story, all of it; from her frustration with Forester and his shirtlessness right up to the false fire alarm and the sight of Emilio disappearing into the night. “It wasn’t Emilio.”
 
   Cooper shifted on the gurney to look at her more carefully. One of Emilio’s neighbors had told Thomas there were two men living in the apartment they’d raided. “Who was it?”
 
   She shook her head. “The man who attacked me…” She stopped, started again. “He was familiar, but not like Emilio. About the same size and build, but…well—” She gave him a grim half smile… “You’re not going to like this.”
 
   “Enrique’s still in jail. It can’t be him.”
 
   “Not Enrique. Petero Valquis.”
 
   “Val’s dead.” As soon as he said it, he slapped his hands on his thighs. “As dead as Enrique. Shit.”
 
   “Yeah,” Celina said. “My thoughts exactly.” She looked back down at the bucket. “I thought it was him when I saw the tape of the safe house, but I didn’t say anything. It was too crazy, even for me to believe.”
 
   The Mexican officials had kept Valquis’ body in Mexico. DNA results had verified his identity, but anyone could be bought off. Or blackmailed. Threaten a person with physical torture or the death of a loved one and they’d do and say whatever you wanted. “What about his voice?”
 
    “Fire alarm was going off so most of what he said I couldn’t make out.” She winced as the EMT cut the end of the tape around the splint and gave a little tug. “When the alarm stopped, he said something like, ‘you are paying for what you did. One by one they will all fall until you have nothing and no one left. Then I will slit your throat.’” She shuddered. “The last thing he said was, ‘live in fear.’”
 
   The EMT looked over his handiwork and released her hand. Celina dropped her head between her knees again and drew in a deep breath. “Every time I think about it, I want to throw up,” she said, bringing her injured hand in close to her body.
 
   “She should be lying down.” The EMT gave her a look of reprimand and then shifted the look to Cooper. “She’s lost blood and could be going into shock. She should be at the hospital with a heavy dose of pain killers in her system and a dozen stitches in that wound.”
 
   “I don’t want to lie down,” she said to the floor. “And I don’t want any pain killers. As soon as the nausea passes, a Diet Mountain Dew, some M&M’s, and a clean shirt will do the trick.” 
 
   Cooper felt queasy himself every time he looked at the blood covering her shirt and thought about Valquis touching her. He was going to hunt the bastard down and pound his fist into his face and pull his balls out through his nose and—
 
   “They’ll put you in a gown when you get to the hospital,” the EMT said, ripping open a bag that held an IV drip. “You don’t need clothes.”
 
    “Have they found Chief Forester?” Celina’s head was back up but she was dangerously pale.
 
   Cooper shook his head, wondering just how much longer she could remain upright. 
 
   Her eyes went back to the floor. “Oh, god. He’s probably dead, too.” Her voice broke. “This is my fault.”
 
   He shushed her. “Thomas is getting an update. I’ll let you know as soon as we find out anything. In the meantime,” he patted her leg, his fingers lingering a moment on the soft fabric, “you need to get to the hospital, get your wrist x-rayed, and get stitched up. I can’t have you bleeding out before I can get you back on the SCVC team.”
 
   Her head snapped up and he saw confusion, quickly replaced by a spark of hope, at the idea of rejoining the taskforce. She nodded, a tiny dip of her chin, but then the spark left and she looked away. She bit the inside of her bottom lip and he knew she didn’t want to go. “I’m serious about the clean shirt.” She pulled out some forced bravado from somewhere. “No way am I wearing a hospital gown. Think you could find my bag and bring it to me?”
 
   It was her eyes that gave her away. She’d just been attacked by a psycho who’d licked her blood and broken her wrist. Her two hundred and fifty pound bulldog was missing. Cooper knew what she was really asking him for. “I’ll get the bag and I’ll meet you at the hospital.” 
 
   The relief that flooded her eyes and the smile she gave him this time was more enthusiastic. 
 
   Standing, he bent at the waist, and gently drew her legs up and onto the gurney. “You lie down and let the EMT take care of you. I’ll meet you at the hospital and I promise I won’t let you out of my sight, okay?”
 
   Celina leaned back and drew another deep breath, still smiling. She closed her eyes and sighed. “How about that Diet Dew?”
 
   Cooper couldn’t stop himself from patting her cheek. “I’ll call ahead and make sure they’ve got a cold one waiting for you.”
 
   Before he could take his hand away, Celina grabbed it with her good hand. It felt small but firm on his. “Thanks, Cooper.”
 
   He gave her a nod as the EMT moved in and started prepping her arm for the IV needle. Jumping out of the ambulance, Cooper took his own deep breath and forced his mind to forget about the blood and her smile and the firm warmness of her hand and focus on what he needed to do.
 
   The first man his attention fell on was Thomas. “Go to Celina’s room and get her bag and bring it back down, fast. We’re following the ambulance.” Thomas took off at a run and Cooper motioned to the security agent Thomas had been talking to. “Simmons, ride up front,” he instructed. “Anybody or anything tries to stop this ambulance, shoot them, got it?”
 
   The man nodded agreement and went to get in the ambulance. Cooper turned to the other man and jerked a thumb at the still open door. “McCain, you ride in back, same instructions.”
 
   As Cooper waited for Thomas to return and the EMTs to close up the ambulance, he scanned the crowd. Catching Lieutenant Pressfield’s eye, he waved the man over. “Anybody see anything?”
 
   The detective flipped through a small tablet. “Perp came in the cook’s entrance, pretended to be a new guy. Left for the bathroom according to one of the busboys and never came back. Probably lifted a key card from a cleaning cart, set off the alarm and went after her. We’ve taken the security camera tapes to confirm all that. Crime scene investigators are already in the room.”
 
   “No sign of the FBI chief?”
 
   Pressfield shook his head. “I requested uniforms at the airport and the train station and we’ve set up roadblocks all over Carlsbad, but the perp’s probably long gone and we don’t know if he’s still on foot or has snagged a car. One of your men said you thought you had this guy a few blocks from here.”
 
   “Call to the hotline came in. Feds have their investigators combing the apartment to see what we can get.”
 
   “You think it was Londano?”
 
   Cooper gave him a nod.
 
   “He working alone?”
 
   Celina had been shocky and her perception of what had happened in the room might have been colored by the intensity of the attack, the noisy fire alarm, and the lack of light. But for all Celina’s inexperience, she was a trained agent with good instincts. Even in the worst circumstances, she would know the difference between Emilio Londano and Petero Valquis. 
 
   Even if the asshole perp was Valquis, how did an approximately five-ten, one hundred and eighty pound man move another man the size of Forester without help? It didn’t compute. Forester either left under a gun or Valquis had help. “There may be a second perp.”
 
   Thomas arrived, out of breath, Celina’s bag in his hand. “Got it.”
 
   “Check the dumpsters,” Cooper told Pressfield. “Trunks and cars within a half mile radius of this hotel. We’re going to the hospital. You can get hold of me there. I want to know everything you come up with, and in return, I’ll share everything the DEA has on this guy.”
 
   Pressfield shook his hand and walked back into the crowd.
 
   “You think Forester’s dead,” Thomas said a minute later as Cooper gunned the Tacoma out of the parking lot behind the ambulance. 
 
   Cooper stuck his cop light on the top of the SUV and turned on his siren. “You don’t?”
 
   “Londano couldn’t have gone far with him. Chief’s a big man. What I can’t figure out is how Londano got him in the first place.”
 
   “He might have had help.”
 
   Thomas shot Cooper a look. “The second guy the neighbor talked about?”
 
   Cooper nodded, hand tight on the wheel. “Celina said the man who attacked her wasn’t Emilio. Similar, but not him.”
 
   “Enrique?”
 
   “Enrique’s still in jail awaiting his arraignment.”
 
   “Are we sure about that?”
 
   Cooper ran a red light behind the ambulance. Decided to see how far Thomas might go with his speculation. “That attack was pretty violent for a wimp like Enrique.”
 
   “True. Enrique’s more into drinking and slutting around.” 
 
   “Not a lot of motivation. No balls compared to his brother.”
 
   “Plus, he doesn’t have the emotional investment in Celina that Emilio does. Enrique might want revenge on her for screwing up their business, but he’d be less personal with it.”
 
   Cooper cut his gaze to Thomas. “You’re starting to sound like a profiler.”
 
   “I thought about joining them.” He took out his cell phone. “FBI tried to recruit me, but when I found out the profilers rarely get to shoot anybody, I quit taking their calls.” 
 
   Cooper reached out, patted him on the shoulder. “Good choice.”
 
   Thomas made a call and confirmed Enrique was still in jail. As Cooper drove into the hospital parking lot, he found a slot, shut off the light, and sat watching the EMT’s unload Celina from the back of the ambulance and whisk her into the ER door. “Can you think of anyone else our second man might be? Anyone else that matches your profile?”
 
   “What are you thinking, Coop?” Thomas was watching him.
 
   Cooper was mostly thinking about Celina and how much he hated hospitals. Hated blood. Hated Emilio Londano and every other maggot like him and Valquis who lived and breathed Southern California air. “Celina says it was Petero Valquis.”
 
   Thomas’s reaction was understated. He thought about it a minute, nodded. “It fits. At least it would if he were alive.”
 
   “Enrique’s alive.”
 
   Thomas drummed his fingers on his knee. “And maybe Val is too. Interesting. That makes it a whole new ballgame, doesn’t it?”
 
   “Give me her bag.” 
 
   Thomas handed him the nylon bag and Cooper caught a whiff of Celina as he set it in his lap. He didn’t know if it was perfume, shampoo or what, but it smelled good. Clean and healthy and impossibly young. He handed the car keys to Thomas. “Go home, get some sleep. I’ll call you with any updates.”
 
   “I want to stay. I can make some calls and do stuff from here. Keep your coffee cup full.”
 
   Looking at his partner, Cooper saw a younger version of himself, understood Thomas’s request. He’d made a few like it when he was starting out in law enforcement. Thomas was a good kid and smarter than he usually let on. One of the things Cooper liked about him. 
 
   He nodded. “All right. Let’s go.”
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter Twenty-one
 
    
 
   “What’s that?” Celina asked the nurse. The woman was short and plump and holding a syringe filled with something the ER doctor had rattled off a few minutes ago in his orders. Celina figured it was the morphine she’d told him she didn’t want. The doctor had ignored her refusal and now the nurse was doing the same.
 
   “That broken wrist must be painful.” Dark curls of hair framed the nurse’s face. Her nurse’s top was covered with cartoon cats. “On a scale from one to ten, ten being the most painful, give me a number for your pain level.”
 
   Ten, Celina thought. Ten plus a few, actually. Her wrist, her hand, her whole arm ached. The ER doctor had stripped the EMT’s handiwork off, x-rayed her wrist, confirmed she had a fracture, and then rewrapped it. Since her job required her to shoot a gun accurately, any problem with her wrist was serious. A specialist had been called in to discuss surgery.
 
   Celina’s whole right side throbbed from the indelicate treatment. Her hand and wrist were propped on pillows. They’d moved her out of the ER and upstairs to the med/surg floor. Her stitches hurt too. The topical Novocain the doctor had swabbed her cut with before stitching the wound closed was wearing off. And, on top of all that, her head pounded. The man who attacked her had been strong. Emilio-strong. Still, she didn’t believe it was him. 
 
   Valquis. The weasel. She’d had little time around Emilio’s lieutenant while undercover, but she’d bet her last Mountain Dew it was him.
 
   Eyeing the syringe, Celina ignored the part of her brain begging for the contents. Pain medication would make her sleep. Sleep made her an easy target. As the nurse tore open a small square pouch and pulled out an antiseptic wipe to clean a port on Celina’s IV, Celina shook her head. “I don’t want it,” she lied.
 
   “Don’t be silly, young lady,” the nurse chastised. “This will help you sleep.” She stuck the end of the syringe in between her teeth and used them to remove the cap, but before she could stick the needle in the port, Celina sat up.
 
   “I said no.” She jerked out the IV tubing and the syringe went flying to the floor. 
 
   “What’s going on in here?”
 
   Cooper stood inside the door, his face a block of granite, looking from Celina to the nurse. In his hand was a soda Celina had requested. She choked back an unbidden sob of relief. Just the sight of him bringing her Mountain Dew made her want to weep.
 
   “She’s refusing to take the pain medication the doctor ordered.” The nurse, pissed now, retrieved the syringe from the floor and placed the cap back on the end. “And wasting it in the process.” 
 
   “I’m sorry for making you drop it.” Vertigo hit and the room swam in front of her. “But I don’t want to sleep.”
 
   “The doctor ordered–”
 
   Something inside her broke, snapped as cleanly as the bone in her wrist. Shock and rage and guilt boiled inside her. “I don’t give a monkey’s pink ass what the doctor ordered.” 
 
   With her good hand, she grabbed the metal rail on the side of the bed to keep from swooning as the room continued to spin. “I don’t want pain killers. I don’t want to sleep. For three nights straight, a psychotic killer has terrorized me. He’s stalked me, killed an agent guarding me, and stuck a knife in my partner’s back.” Angry tears bubbled up in her eyes and she blinked to keep them from falling. “Tonight he beat me up and God only knows what he did to my section chief.” She used her shoulder to brush away a stray tear and lowered her voice. “If I don’t want the fucking morphine, than I damn well have the right to say no.” 
 
   Cooper must have moved in behind her and set down the soda, because she felt his hands on her upper arms. “It’s all right, Celina.” 
 
   He drew her back against the pillows and spoke to the nurse, who’d taken a step back and was looking at Celina as if she’d grown a second head. “Give us a minute,” he told her and the nurse sighed and gave him a curt nod.
 
   As she retreated from the room, Celina called after her, “And I’m not a young lady. I’m a full-grown woman. An FBI agent.” The door shut and Celina glanced at Cooper who had one eyebrow raised at her. “What?” 
 
   “Jesus, give the poor woman a break. She’s just doing her job. You don’t have to take the morphine.”
 
   Celina settled her injured wrist on the pillow and covered her eyes with her left arm. Her hair was a mess and she had no makeup on. She had exchanged the bloody T-shirt for a clean one but she smelled like the hospital: antiseptically clean and medicinal. It turned her stomach. “Damn right, I don’t have to.”
 
   Celina heard a soft ssss beside her. Cooper had opened her Dew. She peeked under her arm and he held it out to her. “But you do need sleep.” He helped her sit up and take a drink. “It’s going to be hard to sleep if you’re in pain.”
 
   Celina let him take the bottle out of her hand. She wiped her lips, rubbed her eyes. It felt weird using her left hand for everything. “You ever see Nightmare on Elm Street?”
 
   “I don’t watch horror movies, but I know what it’s about.”
 
   “This is like the Emilio version.” Celina slid down in the bed. “I close my eyes, the slasher comes after me.”
 
   Cooper’s next words hit her hard. “I won’t let him get you, Celina.”
 
   He looked worried, tired, burned out. His stubble was filling in; he’d have a beard in another day. What would happen in that time? If he stayed with her, would he be the next one to disappear? To die?
 
   She shook her head. “You’re not responsible for me. You can’t protect me.”
 
   He placed his hands on the bed rails and leaned over her. “I want you to take the medicine the doctor ordered.” When she started to protest, he stopped her. “A half dose of what he ordered if that makes you feel more in control, but you need to sleep. You can’t help me catch Emilio if you’re sleep deprived. I need you well rested and ready to go. I’ll be right in that chair,” he motioned to the chair in the corner. “I won’t let Emilio get you.” 
 
   He stared at her and Celina felt that familiar heat flowing between them. 
 
   “I promise,” he added.
 
   Her heart beat a crazy little rhythm. Her left hand reached up and touched his face. The stubble tickled her palm. “You’re unbelievable,” she murmured, loving him for his courage and his strength. “But, if anything happens to me, you have to promise me you will not feel responsible.”
 
   She saw something shift in his eyes. Saw them soften. “I can’t promise that.”
 
   “Then no deal.” She dropped her hand, forced her voice, her demeanor to channel the Terminator. “No morphine, no drugs, no sleep. The next time you turn your back, I disappear, and I handle Emilio alone. I will not let you put your life in danger or make you responsible for mine.”
 
   Cooper shoved off the bed, crossed his arms over his chest. She knew he purposely towered over her in an effort to intimidate her. “You drive a hard bargain, kid.”
 
   Celina turned her head away, focused on the wall. She was too tired to fight with him over the moniker. She hoped he didn’t call her bluff. Walking out of the hospital and going after Emilio on her own was out of the question at the moment. She couldn’t even sit up without getting dizzy.
 
   “All right,” Cooper said, his acquiescence a bit too easy, too tidy. Celina knew he was cutting her slack. “I promise. Now will you take your medicine?”
 
   Celina turned her face back to him. “A half dose, like you suggested, but just this once.”
 
   Cooper smiled at her as he pushed the call button. The nurse returned and two minutes later, the morphine was spreading through her veins, the warmth it brought with it easing the aches and pains and forcing her to relax. Cooper pulled up the chair next to her bed, sat watching her.
 
   “At least I got in a few good jabs.”
 
   “Mary did, too, at the safe house. Guy’s got to be feeling a little pain tonight as well.”
 
   “Have they found anything out about Chief Forester?” she asked, stifling a yawn.
 
   Cooper shook his head. “Crime scene techs will turn up something. Don’t worry.”
 
   She moved her arm pillow to the left side, turned her body toward Cooper and scrunched up in a fetal position. Laying her injured wrist on the pillow, she used her left hand to tug the hospital blanket over her shoulder. “How did he get Forester out of the room?”
 
   They both knew who ‘he’ was. “Did you look through your overnight bag to see if anything was missing?”
 
   “My cell phone,” she told him. “I had it next to me in bed when I went to sleep in case you called with news. It was gone when I woke up, but it’s probably lost in the sheets.” She suddenly straightened and pushed up on her elbow. “But what if he’s got my cell phone? He’s got my family and friends, all their phone numbers. He can find them, Cooper.”
 
   “I’ll put Thomas on it.” Cooper pushed her gently back down as he went to the door. Sticking his head out, he called for Thomas. 
 
   Celina mentally groaned at the thought of another of her SCVC teammates seeing her lying in a hospital bed looking the way she did, but her concern over her family’s safety trumped her ego. She gave Thomas the names of everyone in her cell phone’s address book and as many numbers as she could remember off the top of her head. Maybe it was the morphine, or maybe it was the fact that she had set up most of her family and her closest friends in speed dial, but she found she couldn’t remember many. As Thomas left to go to work on notifying everyone, Celina closed her eyes. “I want protection for my parents.”
 
   “Dupé will agree, I’m sure,” he said. He held her good hand, and as she drifted off to sleep, she heard him on his cell phone ordering security agents to be sent to guard each of her brothers and their families as well.
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter Twenty-two
 
    
 
   Sara Rios felt Cooper Harris’s eyes on her. She was standing in the bathroom of Celina’s hospital room giving him, Thomas Hawkins, Nelson Sanchez, and Mitch Holton an update on her hunt for Emilio Londano. 
 
   All of their gazes rested heavily on her, but Cooper’s eyes were especially intense. He was sizing her up from the tip of her head to the soles of her shoes. He was pissed and scared and it was pure, raw emotion keeping him standing. As much as his posture—head and shoulders thrown back, arms crossed—screamed top dog, leader of the pack, his eyes told her he was second-guessing himself. While it wasn’t her job to reassure him, she wanted to anyway. She liked him. He reminded her of another alpha male she just happened to be married to.
 
   “Emilio and his partner are traveling under false ID’s,” she told the mix of agents in a quiet voice. Celina was sleeping, hence the meeting in the bathroom. “They used a private jet, registered to Ernesto Gonzales to fly to a private airstrip outside of Des Moines, and a similar one here in California. Flight plans were filed. Records on the Cardinal show the pilot goes by Adelie Hemingway. That name is real, but the man we traced it to is a victim of identity theft. The real Adelie is a produce manager in Bangor, Maine, and has no experience as a pilot. He had no idea his name and social security number had been stolen.”
 
   “Emilio’s used the Ernesto alias before,” Mitch Holton said, “in Dallas, 2008.” 
 
   The others nodded. Emilio’s empire had stretched into Texas and as far as Miami, his aliases as well. Sara had seen the twenty-six page database Holton had developed in 2009, and added to since cross-referencing Emilio’s extensive and artistic aliases with his business deals.
 
   “He’s been able to move as fast as you,” Sara said to Cooper. “You broadcasted you were bringing Celina back to L.A., but how did he find her at the hotel so quickly? He didn’t buy my impersonation, obviously, and found her within twenty-four hours of her touching down.” She glanced at the men forming a loose half-moon in front of her. It was a good thing the bathroom accommodated wheelchairs or they would have been shoulder to shoulder. “My guess is Emilio’s got a tracking unit on her.”
 
   “A tracking device?” Thomas looked frustrated. “Couldn’t be. Emilio, or whoever that was in the hotel room, didn’t have physical contact with her until four a.m. this morning.”
 
   “Her bag? Her bra?” Sara shrugged one shoulder. “I don’t know, but there’s something like six-hundred hotels and motels between L.A. and San Diego. There’s no way Emilio or anyone else could have found her at the Quality Inn in Carlsbad in under a day of landing at a desert airstrip fifty miles away unless someone told him she was there, which means we’ve got a leak on our team, or he’s got her bugged.”
 
   Cooper continued to stare at her with his intense gaze. The wheels in his head were laying thick rubber on the roadmap of his brain. A leak or a bug. No safe houses, Lana had said, hence the hotel. “No one on my taskforce is a snitch. For the rest of the FBI, I can’t vouch.” He motioned at Thomas. “Get Celina’s camera bag.”
 
   Sara saw light bulbs click on over the other men’s heads and they exchanged nods. “She never goes anywhere without her camera,” Mitch told Sara.
 
   Thomas scooted out of the room, and a second later, returned with a black backpack. Cooper unzipped the main compartment and began handing the camera body and lenses out to Thomas. He, in turn, began an assembly line, passing the equipment to Nelson. Nelson handed the camera body to Mitch, who began an intense scan of it, opening flaps, looking through the eyepiece. 
 
   Cooper handed Sara several cords, a set of batteries, a memory chip. Grabbing a clean white towel, Sara spread it on the floor and laid out her treasure. “I used to work for another government agency,” she said, checking the ends of the cords and the battery charger’s internal workings. “GPS and other bugs can be microscopic and created to look just like ordinary, everyday objects. It could be her hairbrush, her glasses, her ink pen.”
 
   Nelson handed her the two lenses in his hands. She gave them a cursory glance, laid them on the towel. Cooper was running his hands inside the backpack’s pockets. He withdrew a set of pictures from the outside pocket and went still, looking at the top photo. 
 
   Sara couldn’t read the expression that passed over his face, but she was willing to bet the photo tapped a distant memory. One he’d forgotten until that moment. 
 
   He shoved the photos into Thomas’s hands without looking at the rest and went back to rummaging in the backpack.
 
   “Still,” Thomas said, flipping casually through the photos, “how could Emilio have tagged her camera? She’s always got it with her.” He handed the photos off to Nelson, and said to Cooper, “Did she have her camera at the office after the Jagger take-down?”
 
   Cooper paused in his search, scanning his brain. “That was the day she quit. I was there when she stormed out. This backpack was on her, so yes, she had it at work that day.”
 
   He turned the bag over, ran his hands over the handle at the top, the padded straps. Found nothing. “Emilio could have tagged her while she was undercover. She took a lot of photos of him while they were together.”
 
   Sara scanned the bag, her eyes stopping on the small plastic feet on the bottom. “Check the feet.” 
 
   Cooper flipped the bag over. The second foot held what looked like a miniature watch battery in its hollow belly. Cooper held it up to the bathroom light. “I’ll be damned,” he said.
 
   Mitch took it, turned it over in his palm. “Low-tech, but reliable. Gives off a pulse, like an alarm to a base unit once the unit’s within a thirty- to fifty-mile radius.”
 
   “But how—when—did he plant it?” Thomas demanded. Sara could see he liked puzzles as much as she did.
 
   “He switched places with Enrique on Monday afternoon.” Creating a timeline might be the thread to unravel the mystery. “He didn’t make contact with Celina until Wednesday night.”
 
   “Technically, it was Thursday morning,” Thomas interrupted her.
 
   Normally, she was the one hung up on technicalities. In her previous life as a CIA operative and counterterrorism expert, technicalities had been her specialty. Sara smiled at him. “You’re right, Thomas. Thursday morning at approximately…” She looked at Cooper. “Five? Six a.m.?”
 
   He gave her a curt nod. “Around then, yes.”
 
   From the way he bristled, she was treading on dangerously thin ice, but it was important to get a few details about that morning from the one person who was there beside Celina. “Can you tell me what happened, time-wise,” she emphasized, “from the point you went downstairs and outside until Celina ran out, claiming Emilio was at the apartment?”
 
   Cooper’s eyes hardened, but Sara saw the wheels turning again. The look he gave her would have made most men shrink, but Sara didn’t cower. She’d spent quite a bit of time with strong-willed and overbearing men. Underneath the Brawny-tough exterior they projected sat the heart of a teddy bear. 
 
   Cooper took his time before answering. “Emilio had access to her apartment for at least three or four minutes from the time she ran out to warn me until I got her back upstairs. It’s possible he tagged her then.”
 
   “This tracking unit” —Mitch held it up—“could have been planted before Celina even bagged Emilio. The battery is a simple watch battery. It could transmit for a year or more before running out of power. Most likely, he or Valquis inserted it while Celina played Londano’s girlfriend. He would have wanted to keep tabs on her, and this was a way to supplement direct surveillance.”
 
   “Get her other stuff,” Cooper said.
 
   Thomas slipped out and returned with Celina’s overnight bag. The assembly line took place once more; the contents of the bag removed, Cooper handing the more private items—bras and panties—to Sara to examine while maintaining his stiff, professional demeanor. 
 
   The other three men seemed less interested in appearing professional. They ogled openly at the sheer fabrics, the detailed lace, until Cooper cleared his throat. In the intense glare of his eyes, each man was sentenced and found guilty. Eyes dropped in shame as they held out their hands and shuffled Celina’s clothes, toothbrush, toiletries bag, and hairbrush down the assembly line, ending in a pile at Nelson’s feet on a second white bath towel. The bag itself was examined thoroughly, but this time they came up empty.
 
   Sara grabbed her tote bag hanging by its strap on the hook on the door. “I brought you footage from the security cameras at the hotel.” Turning on a tablet computer, she moved in between Thomas and Nelson so everyone could get a view of the screen. As Sara held the tablet with her left hand, she used the touchscreen with her right. An image of their man, his signature cap covering his head, appeared. 
 
   “This is our perp entering through a staff entrance.” The next scene showed him exiting an elevator, cap still on, but also wearing a white apron. He was pushing a large rolling bin used for laundry.
 
   “The hallway Celina and Forester’s room was on was not straight. The angles of the hotel were created to maximize their ocean views so each hallway was architecturally built to accommodate the U-shape of the building. Three rooms on each floor in the curve jutted backwards toward the east, because of the shape, but also because of the increased depth of the interior walls for support. The cameras in these hallways show the elevator on one end and the stairs on the other, but parts of the hall itself go out of view.”
 
   On the computer screen, the man followed Sara’s commentary like an actor taking directions. Off the elevator with the laundry bin. Disappearing off camera. Reappearing in the next shot. “We never see him at Celina’s room, but my guess is her chief ended up in that laundry bin. He may have stepped out to grab something from the vending machines or to check in with the security personnel.”
 
   “Shit,” Thomas said under his breath.
 
   Cooper shook his head. “He wouldn’t have left Celina alone.”
 
   Sara reached for anything pertinent. “Unless, maybe he heard something in the hallway and went to investigate?” Footage from the parking lot appeared on screen. “This is behind the hotel on the east side near the staff entrance. The camera’s mounted on a light pole, twenty feet up to avoid tampering, so the view is wide-angle and doesn’t help with IDing our man.”
 
   The perp pushed the bin out the door. Another man appeared, seemingly out of the shadows. His head was covered with a hooded sweatshirt. Baggy jeans added to the overall disguise. It was hard to tell whether he was fat or just layered. 
 
   “You’ll find this interesting,” Sara said, using a finger to point to the men. The hooded man looked in the bin, shook his head, brought a hand out of his sweatshirt’s front pocket and motioned. “They seem to be arguing.”
 
   The man in the cap threw up his hands but then the two pushed the cart to an old car partially obscured by the building. Only the hooded man was still on camera. The trunk lid went up and the hooded man bent over, strained to pull something out of the bin and set it in the trunk. The lid went down. Hooded man gestured with his hands again and cap man came back into view, pushing the cart quickly to the entrance. He swiped a key card across the lock and was in.
 
   The scene switched back to the inside of the hotel. Cap man followed his previous pattern. Off the elevator but without a laundry bin this time. On the wall below the camera, he set off the fire alarm, then hurried down the hallway, disappearing from view. 
 
   “At this point, he let himself into Celina’s room, accosted her, and left via the balcony. There are no cameras in the courtyard except one in the pool area. He never shows up on that one.”
 
   “Someone want to tell me what you’re all doing in my bathroom?”
 
   Celina stood in the doorway. She was cradling her right arm with her left as she noted the assortment of her belongings lying in piles on the bathroom floor. The half-moons under her eyes were dark, and her hair needed brushing. Her skin was slightly ashen and she seemed younger without her makeup. 
 
   And when Celina gave each of them a questioning eyebrow raise, Sara saw the haunted look she’d once seen in her own eyes. A look that came with age and extreme circumstances.
 
   Handing her tablet to Mitch, Sara knelt down and scooped up Celina’s jeans and folded them, putting them back into her overnight bag. She’d already repacked her personal items, thank goodness. “I apologize for the invasion of privacy. We found a tracking device in your computer bag.” She glanced up at Celina as she re-rolled a shirt. “That’s how Emilio found you so quickly here in Carlsbad.”
 
   “You should be in bed,” Cooper said. Not a request, but not exactly a demand either. Sara admired his restraint. She could tell by his posture and the set of his jaw that he wanted to reach out and grab Celina. Steady her as she now leaned on the doorframe for balance. Sara wouldn’t have been surprised if he’d scooped up Celina and deposited her back into bed like a child. 
 
   “Where’s your IV?” Thomas asked.
 
   “I don’t need it.” Celina raised her chin a notch. She knelt and picked up her toiletries bag from the floor with her left hand. “I’m feeling a lot better.”
 
   When she rose to stand, however, she lost her balance. Sara reached out to grab her, but Cooper was already there. He’d moved so fast, even Sara, right next to her, hadn’t seen him actually cross the two steps to Celina’s side. Sara grabbed Celina’s other elbow.
 
   “Back to bed. Now.” Cooper put an arm around Celina’s waist, avoiding her injured arm. Sara stepped over the bag and camera accessories as she helped Cooper turn the young woman around.
 
   “No,” Celina protested, pulling back. Before she could say anything else, Sara’s cell phone rang. Celina stopped struggling and all eyes went to her. Sara didn’t give up her hold on Celina as she pulled her phone off her belt. Checking the caller ID, she heard Cooper’s cell phone ring, followed by Nelson’s, Mitch’s and Thomas’s in order. 
 
   Something was wrong. “Rios,” she answered.
 
   “The Mexican federales found a body about twenty minutes ago west of Tijuana,” her contact inside the CIA said. “They reached out to San Diego and L.A. Word is, it’s your missing chief.”
 
   The man on the phone did not work for the FBI, but he was high in the Agency hierarchy and also Sara’s husband. At times, he found out info before she did, and passed it along under what he called ‘interagency cooperation’.
 
   Once upon a time, they’d been spies together, partners in every sense of the word. Their jobs were different now, but they were still partners.
 
   Cooper held onto Celina with one hand as he answered his phone with the other. Nelson and Mitch simultaneously answered their phones. Then Thomas.
 
   Sara saw the look on Cooper’s face. He was receiving the same news. “Thanks for the head’s up,” she told her husband. “You know anything else?”
 
   In the room, Cooper released Celina and covered his other ear with his hand. “Say again?”
 
   Nelson, Mitch, and Thomas, still side by side, were doing the same as they all tried to talk and listen to the information coming in. Cooper’s gaze cut to Celina and then away. “Ah, Jesus.”
 
   “Chief Forester was filleted,” Sara’s husband said. “From his hairline down to his toes. It would have made ID difficult and postponed it for a while if it hadn’t been for the message the killer left behind.”
 
   “Message?” Sara echoed.
 
   “‘She’s next’ was cut into his chest.”
 
   Ah, Jesus, is right, Sara thought. She averted her eyes from Celina, afraid the other woman might read the depth of her disgust.
 
   “I gotta go.” She disconnected, wondered how Cooper would break the news to Celina.
 
   “What’s going on in here?”
 
   It was a nurse, standing in the doorway, her plump hands on her non-existent waistline, sending each person in the room a scolding look. “You people can’t be using cell phones in the hospital. Don’t you know there’s a rule against that?”
 
   Cooper hung up, ignored the nurse, and took Celina by the hand. “They found Forester.”
 
   It seemed impossible, but her face paled even more. “He’s dead, isn’t he?”
 
   Nelson, Mitch, and Thomas were closing their phones and shuffling their feet.
 
   The nurse cleared her throat. “My patient needs to get back in her bed and the rest of you need to leave. This isn’t good for her.”
 
   Sara turned on the nurse. “Could you excuse us for a minute?” Without waiting for a reply, she slammed the bathroom door in the astonished nurse’s face.
 
   “Tell me the truth.” Celina stared at Cooper. “Forester’s dead, isn’t he?”
 
   Cooper nodded once, failed to elaborate. Sara and the others took their cue from him and remained quiet.
 
   “Where is he? What happened to him?”
 
   “Thomas, Nelson, Mitch, take off. Get to the site and see what you can find.”
 
   The three men nodded at Cooper and exited the room. Sara heard the nurse start badgering them.
 
   “Tell me,” Celina demanded. “I want to know. All of it.”
 
   “Maybe you should sit down,” Sara said quietly. “Let’s get you back to bed.”
 
   Celina’s voice hitched. “It’s that bad?” She shook her head when Sara moved to her side. Firmed her stance. “Just tell me. I’m not a kid. I can handle it.”
 
   Sara saw Cooper assess Celina’s strength. He paused, but only for a second. Ran a hand over his face. “Emilio and his partner took him over the border, strung him out, cut him up.”
 
   Celina’s face blanched. “And the message?”
 
   “‘She’s next.’”
 
   Celina rocked on her feet. Sara had her hand ready to catch her. “That bastard,” Celina whispered. “Why doesn’t he just take me?”
 
   “This is not your fault,” Cooper said. Sara could see that he too was waiting for Celina to lose her balance, for her knees to buckle. “They’ve outwitted us at every turn. Injured and killed trained FBI agents. We all look like a bunch of rookies.”
 
   Celina flinched, and Cooper said, “I didn’t mean it like that…”
 
   She raised a hand to shush him, and her voice came out steady and firm. “I’m going to put on my shoes and brush my hair.” Her face was void of emotion. “Then I want you to take me there, to where they found the chief. I want to see it. See him.”
 
   Cooper and Sara exchanged a brief glance. “That’s not a good idea,” Cooper told her. “You don’t need to see it and you haven’t been discharged yet. The nurse is right. You should be in bed. The surgeon still has to look at your wrist and decide if you need surgery.”
 
   Celina turned to Sara. “Help me brush my hair and get my shoes on, will you? I can shoot with my left hand, but I can’t even brush my hair with it, and I certainly can’t tie my shoes with my right hand immobilized like this.” She held up her hand, the brace covering half of her forearm as well.
 
   Determined. She was definitely determined. “I’d be glad to help. Then we’ll talk about you staying in the hospital, okay?”
 
   Cooper gave Sara a grateful nod and excused himself from the bathroom. Before the door shut behind him, Sara heard the nurse giving him hell.
 
   Sara washed Celina’s face, helped her open a bottle of face cream; apply mascara and a swipe of lip gloss. The two of them sat on the floor as Sara brushed Celina’s hair and Celina slowly repacked her camera bag. “What about the bug?” Celina said.
 
   “I have an idea.” Sara stood, pulled Celina to her feet. “You go with Cooper, I’ll stay here. The bag and the tracking device stay with me. I’ll draw him here to the hospital and maybe capture his skinny ass.”
 
   Outside the bathroom, Sara and Celina found Cooper and the nurse in a silent standoff. The nurse opened her mouth when she saw Celina, but Celina held up her good hand to stop her just like she’d done with Cooper. “I need another minute. Please.”
 
   The nurse threw her hands up and left the room.
 
   “Sara and the bug are staying here,” Celina told him. “She’s going to pretend she’s me, just in case Emilio decides to come after me here. You and I are going to Tijuana.”
 
   “Like hell we are.”
 
   Sara laid a hand on Cooper’s arm. “She should go. She needs to see what happened and the place where it happened. It may spark something that will help us catch Emilio and the other man.”
 
   “Absolutely not.”
 
    Celina picked up her camera bag, slung it over her left shoulder. “If you don’t take me, I’ll call a cab.”
 
   Cooper crossed his arms over his chest. Sara held her breath.
 
   Five minutes later, Sara crawled into the hospital bed, pulled the sheet up to her face, and stuck her Glock under the pillow.
 
   When the nurse came in, she got quite a surprise.
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter Twenty-three
 
    
 
   South of San Diego
 
    
 
   For the first time since their night at her apartment, Celina and Cooper were alone. Really alone. No one standing guard outside the door, no nurse about to burst in on them. As Cooper drove the highway south to the border, Celina felt his physical proximity and his emotional distance in the pit of her stomach like a tangled ball of yarn. 
 
   What she had to decide was which string to pull.
 
   About the other night…
 
   Prepare me for what I’m about to see…
 
   Thanks for watching over me while I slept…
 
   About the other night…
 
   “How’s the wrist?” Cooper asked.
 
   “Fine,” Celina lied automatically. Her fingers were stiff and swollen. The light dose of pain killers at the hospital had worn off. She flexed her hand and smiled at Cooper through the pain. “I won’t be winning any arm wrestling matches for a while, but I never won those anyway.” She saw the flash of disbelief in his eyes. “I’m fine. Really.”
 
   He did that chin tilt nod of his and kept his eyes on the road. “This is gonna be ugly, Celina. You’re going to have to distance yourself emotionally to keep your professionalism intact.”
 
   “Yeah, I know.” But in a sense, she didn’t know. “Chief Forester was a human being. A gruff, unforgiving SOB, but still a human being. He didn’t deserve this.” She shifted in the seat, held her injured arm with her good one. At least she and Cooper were talking, maybe not about their relationship, but she’d take what she could get at this point. “So why do I have to stay professional? Why can’t I pitch a fit if I’m angry? Why can’t I cry if I’m sad?”
 
   Cooper’s focus stayed on the road. “Because emotions get in the way of logic. They override it. If you want to understand the killer, want to figure what motivates him and how to catch him, you have to shut down your emotions and use your brain.”
 
   Celina sighed, laid her head on the back of the seat. “You sound like my Academy teachers. I can do that with fear, but the rest…” She shook her head. 
 
   “It takes practice,” Cooper said. “You have to show up and do the job, just like showing up at the firing range and plugging paper men with holes. The more you do it, the better you get at it.”
 
   “Until you’re as tough and hard and impenetrable as The Beast.”
 
   That got his attention off the road. For a second. “Yes. My job requires a certain level of hardness.”
 
   “Like, on the Mohs scale of hardness, you must be a hundred.”
 
   “The Mohs scale only goes to ten.”
 
   You break the scale, trust me.
 
   About the other night…
 
   “So what if I look at Forester’s body and I toss my cookies?”
 
   Cooper shrugged. “Worst-case scenario, you’ll pass out stone cold, but more likely you’ll vomit and move on. Everyone in this job tosses their cookies at least once. Real-life blood and body parts are a whole lot different, a whole lot worse, than horror movies.”
 
   “Do you always view life as a worst-case scenario?”
 
   “Yes,” Cooper said to her, absolute as always.
 
   “Why?”
 
   “If I expect the worst, I’m never surprised by it.”
 
   “And if something less than the worst happens, you’re happy?”
 
   Another shrug. “I don’t do happy.”
 
   “I noticed.”
 
   He cut his gaze to her. “If something less than the worst happens, I’m pleasantly surprised. How’s that?”
 
   Celina smiled. “Better.”
 
   They drove in silence through the border checkpoint and into Mexico. Drawing closer to the site where a host of law enforcement officials, both American and Mexican, were waiting for them, Celina decided to pull the string that was tickling her stomach the most. “About the, um, other night…”
 
   Dirt sprayed as Cooper drove off the road. “There are better times for this conversation.” 
 
   “Humor me. I need the distraction.”
 
   Celina heard him draw a slow, deep breath as he flashed his badge at a local officer who motioned them through the barricade. “I set up a rule for myself a long time ago,” he said quietly. “I don’t sleep with women I work with. It’s unprofessional and it could endanger both our jobs and our lives. It doesn’t work.”
 
   A jumble of cars huddled a few yards away, their black and tan colors blending into the desert. Red and blue lights spun circles, drawing her nearer with each flash. “This rule is based on past experience? Like, say, with, oh, let’s see…Lana?”
 
   “What?” Cooper’s face showed total disbelief. Then disgust. “God, no.”
 
   “You and Lana never showed each other your badges?”
 
   Cooper’s disgust turned to amusement. He actually laughed. Out loud. “Now that is a worst-case scenario. I can’t even get my mind around that one.”
 
   “So you never had sex with a co-worker,” Celina said, as they pulled up alongside an unmarked brown car.
 
   “Not until you.” Cooper shifted the Tacoma into park, turned in his seat to face her. “Truth is, I’ve never been attracted to anyone I worked with. Until you.”
 
   “Really?” Celina’s heart did happy quite well. It was good to sit in the car with Cooper’s solemn gaze on her. His eyes were soft and warm, like the other night in the restaurant. Comfortable. If she could sit there for just another minute or two… “So, women with guns are not your type.”
 
   “Right.”
 
   “What is your type?” This wasn’t a stall tactic. She really wanted to know.
 
   Cooper pulled his badge off his belt, hung it around his neck. “Intellectuals.”
 
   “Braniacs? Like…” Celina racked her brain. “Professors? Scientists?”
 
   “Yes,” Cooper said. “Teachers, doctors, lawyers. I like smart women. In skirts.”
 
   Celina punched him on the shoulder with her left hand. It packed about half the force her right would have.
 
   “Really short skirts,” he continued, smiling as he popped open the glove compartment and took out several latex gloves. “They hop up on their desk, shake their hair loose from the required tight bun at the back of their head, and slide their skirt up.”
 
   Now Celina laughed at his surprisingly graphic sexual description of what he liked. “Logical women,” she said, ignoring his blatant distraction. “You like women who use logic in their jobs.”
 
   “And wear short skirts.”
 
   Celina breathed an exasperated sigh. “Short skirts, big brains. I get it.”
 
   “Yeah.” His smile was warm enough to make butter slide off pancakes. “You’ve got the brains, and a pair of balls to go with the smarts, but you don’t wear enough short skirts.”
 
   He wanted to kiss her; she could see the look in his eyes, but Celina could also see Thomas walking toward the Tacoma behind Cooper’s head. “About the other night,” she said again.
 
   Thomas rapped his knuckles on Cooper’s window. Cooper straightened, saw Thomas, rolled down the window.
 
   “Oh, hi, Celina.” Thomas, surprised and confused, leaned down to look at her. “I didn’t know you were coming.”
 
   “Of course I came.” She reached for the door handle and bumped her cast. “Ouch, shit.” 
 
   “Here, let me get that.” Thomas ran around the front of the Tacoma.
 
   “Why don’t you sit tight for a minute,” Cooper said. “Let me check it out first so I can prep you.”
 
   Celina took a deep breath. She called on all her mental abilities to affect her professional, unemotional face. “I can handle it,” she told him with more flippancy in her voice than she intended. Thomas opened her door and she gave Cooper the chin up nod that he was always giving her. “Let’s go.”
 
   Cooper met her at the front of the Tacoma, stopped her with hand on her arm. “You know JFK’s brother, Bobby?”
 
   “Sure. Attorney general who fought organized crime in the labor unions before he went on to be a U.S. Senator and then a presidential candidate. He was assassinated like his brother.”
 
   Cooper nodded. “Robert Kennedy valued courage above all other human attributes.”
 
   “Courage,” Celina repeated, the word filling her mouth.
 
   “Yes.” Cooper squeezed her arm and handed her a set of gloves. “Courage, Celina.”
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter Twenty-four
 
    
 
   Celina stood in the ring of men surrounding Chief Forester’s body and felt her insides draw in tight. Her stomach, her heart, her entire circulatory system, seemed to recoil and shrink, as if each could run back to the Tacoma without the rest of her body. Her feet felt like they were stuck in cement as she stared at the sight in front of her. Fidelity, bravery, integrity, she chanted the mantra in her head. Courage, courage, courage.
 
   Chief Forester’s huge body was naked, spread-eagle on the dirt. His hands and feet had been chained to stakes driven into the ground. Deep gouges caused from his struggle against the chains ringed his wrists and ankles. Blood from the knife wounds on his body had dried and caked in places on his skin; flies buzzed around. 
 
   Chunks of skin had been ripped out. The ground next to his body was stained a dark brown from more blood. Words had been roughly carved into his chest, his stomach, his thighs. 
 
   FBI slut. 
 
   Next. 
 
   Fear. 
 
   Pain.
 
   A bloody lump of a body part was bagged and sitting on the ground next to the body. A woman, a Mexican medical examiner, moved around the body, stepping over the bag, and directing a crime scene investigator, also Mexican, to change angles and shoot close-ups of the carved words. The men watching were a mix of American and Mexican law enforcement officials. 
 
   The area had been sectored off in a grid-by-grid search for clues to the perpetrator’s identity and evidence to use against him. He’d left his calling card behind; a hunting knife was bagged and tagged and being passed around the circle to Cooper. Along with it, a Taser, no doubt used to subdue Forester in order to kidnap him. As the bloody knife landed in Cooper’s hands, Celina clamped her jaw down, covered her mouth, and turned her head away. Fidelity, bravery, integrity. 
 
   Hands touched her shoulders. Glancing around, she saw Thomas behind her. He gave her shoulders a little squeeze.
 
   “Do we have a time of death?” Cooper’s voice sounded loud and far away. Celina’s ears seemed to pull in and join the rest of her insides in trying to run back to the Tacoma.
 
   The medical examiner maintained her crouched position, attention on the body. “I would place it around four to five hours ago, but we’ll know for certain once I get his body back to the lab and do a thorough examination.”
 
   A man in cowboy boots and a navy blue jacket spoke. “As soon as the Mexicali’s here release the body, he’ll be transported back to Carlsbad for our coroner to perform his own examination. I’ll fax the results to your office, Harris, as soon as I have anything substantial.”
 
   Cooper nodded and Celina tried to remember the man’s name, found she couldn’t. He was American, a detective that she’d met at the hotel after the man had attacked her, but her brain would not bring up his name. She concentrated hard on his face, trying to retrieve it, trying to avoid looking at the Chief. 
 
   “Cause of death obvious?” Cooper again.
 
   The Mexican woman looked up, her gaze evaluating Cooper now. “Not obvious.” She stood, giving Cooper the opportunity to return the evaluation. 
 
   Celina did her own eval. Short hair expertly combed to frame her strong jaw line. Subtle lip liner to emphasis her full lips. A sweep of blush across her cheeks to highlight her dark eyes. Beautiful. 
 
   “But probably exposure,” the woman finished.
 
   Brainy. Intellectual.
 
   Fidelity, bravery, integrity.
 
   “Exposure?” Thomas was incredulous. He pointed to the bag on the ground next to the body. “He got his balls cut off. The birds picked him apart. He bled out.”
 
   Celina’s eyes went to the bag on the ground next to the Chief’s body, grim understanding mixing with horror. She felt the world tip slightly, felt her knees dip.
 
   Thomas’s hands tightened on her shoulders.
 
   “He lost a generous amount of blood,” the medical examiner said, still directing her comments to Cooper. Her English sounded smooth and mellifluous with her soft Spanish accent even though she was talking about murder. “But the cuts, with the exception of the castration,” —every man in the group flinched— “were superficial. In cases like this one, exposure is the ultimate cause of death.”
 
   “Our Mexican friends found him thanks to the crows.” The American detective rubbed his fingers over his mustache. “It was like a Hitchcock movie. Just hope the Chief was dead before the birds started on him.”
 
   “That I won’t know for sure until I do the autopsy,” Miss Coroner said.
 
   Celina stared at the horizon. The Chief had been tortured, carved with a knife, castrated, and left to die alone in the desert. 
 
   With birds eating his flesh.
 
   Because of her.
 
   Her stomach heaved and she broke free of the circle, half-running, half-staggering as she gave into her body’s demand to exit stage left. 
 
   Thomas called her name. She heard Cooper tell him to leave her be.
 
   She stumbled back to the Tacoma. Setting her hands on the hood, she ignored the pain in her right wrist and braced herself for her stomach’s revival. Luckily, she hadn’t eaten since the previous night.
 
    
 
    
 
   No one needed an audience when they were puking. All sets of eyes, including Cooper’s were on Forester’s body. All except Thomas’s.
 
   Thomas, who had tried to impress Celina with the story about his waterfall-tramping rescue. 
 
   Thomas, who had wondered how and why Cooper had ignored Celina’s flirting and open invitations to share her bed. 
 
   Thomas, who had wished out loud he had been sleeping in the same room with Celina. 
 
   Hell, even here at the site of Forester’s murder, he’d tripped over himself to open Celina’s car door.
 
   And now, Cooper knew, his young partner wanted more than anything to rescue the damsel in distress over at the Tacoma. 
 
   Thomas had fallen for Celina. Hard.
 
   Cooper took a deep breath, tried to concentrate on what the medical examiner, Roxanne Navarrette, was saying to him. Previously, she’d worked with a taskforce responsible for ports of entry along the California-Mexico border. From Mexicali to Tijuana and down to Ensenada, Navarrette had seen the results of drug trafficking, violence and bribery…hundreds of murders in Mexico that had spilled over into Southern California. She had on more than one occasion given Cooper and his SCVC group extensive access to her files of victims murdered by the Arrellano-Felix organization as well as the Londano mafia. 
 
   But what he really wanted to do was box Thomas upside the head.
 
   “This cell phone,” Navarrette held up another of her department’s bags, “was stuffed in the victim’s mouth.”
 
   “It’s Agent Davenport’s,” Sam Pressfield told Cooper. “That’s how we initially ID’d the body.”
 
   “Any fingerprints?” Cooper took the bag from Navarrette.
 
   Rueben Guerrero, a Mexican police detective who’d worked with Cooper’s group on the Londano case, spoke up, “Dusted and sent back to our lab. Because of the current events, the department has deemed this a priority one. Results should be coming in shortly.”
 
   “Appreciate it.” Cooper removed the phone from the bag with a gloved hand, flipped it open. 
 
   “The only incoming calls were from you and Celina’s mother,” Pressfield said. “There was your message about the take-down at the Palomino Apartments, and another six messages from Mrs. Davenport.”
 
   Cooper stared at the screen. It was a picture of the ocean with a lone runner on the beach. A man, shirtless, stood silhouetted against the setting sun. 
 
   It was him. Even though he always ran in the morning, except when he’d been out all night on a stakeout. Then he ran in the evening.
 
   The picture didn’t show the details of his face or the tattoo in his right shoulder, but Cooper knew it was him anyway. 
 
   “Hey.” Thomas was suddenly looking over Cooper’s shoulder at the phone, “That’s—”
 
   “Celina’s phone,” Cooper interrupted. “Yes.” He pushed a couple of buttons looking for the call log. “Any outgoing calls?”
 
   Pressfield shook his head no.
 
   And then the phone in Cooper’s hand rang. Private caller. Cooper tapped the answer button, but said nothing, listening. Waiting for the caller to identify him- or herself.
 
   The caller obliged. “Give Celina the phone,” the man’s voice was rough and accented.
 
   Londano.
 
   Cooper made eye contact around the circle, and two hand motions later, every agent and officer had his gun in hand and was scanning the area.
 
    “Emilio, buddy. You have to talk to me instead.”
 
   “Give her the phone or Valquis will kill her where she stands.”
 
   Cooper grabbed Thomas by the sleeve and propelled him toward Celina. “If you wanted her dead, you would have done it already.”
 
   A shot rang out over the desert. Dust puffed into the air a foot to the left of Cooper’s feet. He pulled up short and stared in the direction it had come from as the rest of the group started scrambling for cover. A cliff, little more than a hill, was southwest of him. Londano, or at least Valquis, was close enough to spit at.
 
   Thomas had already grabbed Celina and pulled her to the ground, using the SUV as a shield. Cooper crossed the last few feet to her, his attention never leaving the hill. He crouched next to her and she looked at him, her eyes saucers in her face. Emilio? She mouthed and he nodded his head.
 
   Her fingers trembled as she reached out to take the phone with her left hand.
 
   Courage, Cooper mouthed back at her. He hit the speaker button.
 
   She took a deep breath. “Stop shooting. I’m here.”
 
   “You belong to me,” Emilio said. “And because of your betrayal, you must be punished.”
 
   Celina’s eyes narrowed. Cooper looked her in the eye and mouthed, ask him what he wants.
 
   But she looked away. “If you want to punish me,” she countered, “than let’s have a go at it. You and me. One on one.”
 
   Emilio laughed without humor. “That would be too easy, Celina.”
 
   Now she straightened her back and Cooper almost took the phone away before she could say something stupid, like…
 
   “Scared of me, Emilio?”
 
   …issue a challenge. 
 
   Emilio snorted, a partial laugh.
 
   “That’s it, isn’t it?” Celina said. “You sent Valquis to nab Chief Forester, because you’re afraid to come face-to-face with me yourself. You know I’ll get you, just like I did that night on the beach.”
 
   “Your chief screamed your name before he died.” 
 
   Celina stiffened, gripped the phone harder. “Except this time,” she said, as if she hadn’t heard, “I’ll use my gun and I won’t just point it at you.” 
 
   She paused, eyes still narrowed, staring past Cooper, past Thomas, seeing something Cooper could only imagine. “This time, I’ll shoot you. Not to kill, just to wound. You’re a man in name only at this point, Emilio, because this time, when I show you up? When this FBI agent takes you out? You’ll have a very large scar between your legs as a daily reminder of who you messed with.”
 
   Emilio did not laugh this time. “You will die, begging for your life just like the others, Celina. But not until I’ve tattooed your body like I did your chief’s. Not until I’ve violated every inch of you.”
 
   The phone went dead.
 
   Celina, still in her trance, handed it to Cooper. Then before he could say anything, she rose to a standing position…
 
   And took two long strides out from behind the Tacoma into the scrub brush, raising her arms to the sky. Cooper reached for her leg, but she dodged him. “Here I am, you chicken shit, son of a bitch,” she yelled, moving away from Cooper, away from his protection. 
 
   She ran another half dozen quick, forceful steps out into the open. “Make true on your promises. Come and get me. I’m right here. Take me out. Right now. Do it!” 
 
   Shit, Cooper thought. This is not what I meant when I told her to have courage.
 
   Thomas was up and moving as fast as Cooper. The two were neck and neck, but Cooper reached Celina a split second sooner. Thomas raised his gun, ready to cover Cooper’s back. 
 
   Cooper picked her up by the waist and twirled her around so his back was toward the sniper rifle.
 
   All the other agents, including the coroner, were in guarded positions. Guns were drawn and covering Cooper as he ran Celina back to the truck, set her firmly down in the dirt, and crouched behind the vehicle, pulling her down with him. They were both breathing hard. 
 
   Celina stared at the ground.
 
   “What the hell was that?” Thomas spit at Celina. He was back at the side of the truck, too, both hands on his gun pointed over the hood. His hands shook slightly.
 
   Yep, his new partner was in love with Celina. Waterfall tramping like he’d never experienced before.
 
   A small sound came from her lips and Cooper glanced at her. She was jerking in air, hyperventilating as she tried to get control of her emotions. 
 
   “No one…else….dies,” she said, looking up at Cooper. Something had definitely changed in her eyes. They were hard, no longer as innocent as they had been minutes before. 
 
   He patted her leg. “Okay.” He really didn’t know what else to say. He wanted to comfort her somehow, but there was nothing he could do. She’d just challenged Emilio to a one-on-one confrontation.
 
   She nodded her head. “Except Emilio.” Her eyes, trance-like again, stared at the ground. “He’s…mine.”
 
   Cooper patted her leg again and realized his own hands were shaking.
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter Twenty-five
 
    
 
   Carlsbad
 
    
 
   Cooper’s house was vintage midcentury-modern Southern California. Nestled in the side of a steep granite cliff, the 1950’s one-story looked over scrub brush and palm trees at the bottom. Its roofline blended with the texture of the cliff rising behind it. As the Tacoma wound its way up the inclined drive, the sun was setting in the West, orange and pink waves bathing the terracotta stones around the front French-style doors.
 
   It had been hours since Celina had seen Chief Forester’s body. After Emilio’s phone call, the manhunt had kicked into high gear. A helicopter flew over the open ground and the nearby hills. ATV’s and dune buggies covered the desert area, searching for any trail. Forensics teams covered every square foot radiating out from Forester’s body in a grid-by-grid search. 
 
   Sara Rios arrived, taking Celina on foot to examine the site believed to be ground zero. They assumed Valquis had been the one to shoot at Cooper, but they weren’t sure. Either way, both men had been present, so Sara and Celina searched on hands and knees with at least a dozen other agents until they uncovered a hole in the ground…an opening to a tunnel.
 
   The Londano mafia as well as others had used tunnels under the U.S.-Mexican border for years. Structurally unsound and too small for shipments of drugs, the tunnels’ main purpose was for escape. Emilio had planned well. He’d brought Chief Forester to that specific area to kill him and lie in wait for the multi-agency gathering to take place before him. Celina’s presence had been an unexpected but pleasant surprise and he’d used it to its full-court press advantage. 
 
   By the time Sara and Celina found the entrance to the tunnel, Emilio had an hour lead time on them. Not knowing where the tunnel ended, not knowing what was waiting for anyone brave enough to crawl inside, a tactical unit had been called in. Another hour wait. 
 
   The two men who’d entered on the Mexico side of the border lost radio contact with those above ground at least a dozen times. Every time their end went silent, Celina’s stomach cramped. Every time radio contact was restored, she hugged herself. No one else dies became her knew mantra.
 
   The tunnel spanned north less than ten miles, ending abruptly at a cave-in. Consensus was that Emilio had intentionally caused the cave-in, but Celina held out hope he’d been crushed in it.
 
   Back in Carlsbad now, Cooper drove into the carport, shut off the SUV. He’d brought her here, to his home, to stay the night. He hadn’t asked her permission, hadn’t so much as discussed it as an option. He’d simply loaded her into the massive black vehicle and driven back across the border. 
 
   Late afternoon traffic between San Diego and Carlsbad gridlocked sporadically, making the drive back to the surf town slow. Neither of them spoke, comfortable with the silence that enveloped them, but lost in their own thoughts of Emilio Londano’s and his partner’s whereabouts.
 
   Celina sat looking at the house while Cooper grabbed her bags out of the back. He came to her side, opened her door, and gave her his hand to help her out. Bobby Dyer had told her once that Cooper never invited anyone to his house. It was his private space, his personal sanctuary where he balanced out the demands of his career. Bobby had been there, of course, but not the others on the taskforce. He doesn’t mix work and his personal life, Bobby had once told her. Just like he doesn’t bring personal stuff to work.
 
   Celina sat still, ignoring Cooper’s hand. “You shouldn’t have brought me here.”
 
   “I passed the shouldn’t line with you a few days ago.”
 
   “There’s a line?”
 
   “Between you and me, yes.” His eyes were so tired, Celina felt sorry for him. “At least there was, until I crossed it in Des Moines.”
 
   “So you brought me home with you because you suddenly realized you’re in love with me?” She tried to sound coy, like she was joking, even though she wasn’t. “This is your knight-in-shining-armor mode? Like at the hospital?”
 
   He simply stared at her.
 
   “Okay, not so much. So why did you bring me here?”
 
   “You need a safe place to stay. I need some sleep. So far, I’ve sucked at my bodyguard job, and I intend to step up my game.”
 
   Logical, of course. Celina sighed. “I’ll be safer here than I was at the hotel?”
 
   “Yes.” Cooper grabbed her good arm and guided her off the seat. “But not if we continue to stand out here and yak.”
 
   Cooper led her through the side entrance off the carport, which brought them into an open kitchen and dining area. A modern glass and steel dining table sat in front of a floor-to-ceiling window. It looked out on fichus trees, palms, and ferns. A fifty-gallon fish tank held various brightly colored fish, some as big as Celina’s hand.
 
   Cooper set down her bags on the floor, pressed keys on a security alarm system pad. Moving to the kitchen, he flipped a light on over the sink, offered her a bottle of water. Celina took it and leaned on the counter while he grabbed a second bottle for himself. In silence again, they both drank.
 
   “Thought that was you.” Bobby Dyer zoomed into the kitchen in a motorized wheelchair.
 
   “Bobby!” Celina threw her arms around him, bending down to hug him as best she could with her water in one hand and the other immobilized.
 
   “Hey, gorgeous,” Bobby pulled her tight. “About time you came to see me.”
 
   Celina stood again, motioned at his face. “Nice beard. You look like Colin Farrell in The New World.”
 
   He rubbed his chin with a hand. “Exactly what I’ve been telling Eliza. She says Ferrell’s still hotter. Can you believe that?” He lowered his eyebrows and dropped his chin. “I’ve even got the tormented glare down pat. What do you think?”
 
   Celina laughed, forgetting for a moment. “I think Colin better move over.”
 
   “Smart girl,” he said to Cooper.
 
   “So not a girl,” Celina countered.
 
   Cooper drank more water. “What’s the latest?”
 
   Bobby grew serious. “Emilio’s in the wind, so is Val. Fingerprints from the hotel and the apartment confirm both men were there. The rifle he used to shoot at you, Coop, was stolen. Identification number filed off, but ATF believes it came from a shipment they confiscated over a year ago in El Paso. Same make and model as a dozen others. Our Mexican compadres are mining the tunnel to see where it leads, but that will take days. Meanwhile,” he turned his wheelchair around and said over his shoulder, “I’ve got some new toys for you.”
 
   Down a hallway, Celina followed Cooper who was following Bobby. She glimpsed a stone fireplace in the living room, which was done in chocolates and blues. A bar and lounge area came next. The glass doors led outside to a pool. A master bedroom filled with guitars and surfboards made her gawk.
 
   Cooper cleared his throat and she hurried to catch up. The room Bobby led them to was replete with high-tech gadgets. Windowless, it was part recording studio, part computer hub, and part security center. Dark paneling covered the walls. Hanging from the walls in a semi-circle were flat screen TV’s showing camera shots from around the house and driveway. 
 
   Acoustic tiles overhead flattened Bobby’s voice as he spoke. “Percocet.” He lifted a small brown bottle off the table beside him and handed it to Celina. “For pain management. One pill every six to eight hours. You can supplement Motrin in between doses if you need it.”
 
   The afternoon had been full of the search for Emilio. Celina had used that as her pain management. It had made her feel better to be hunting Emilio, rather than waiting for him to show up.
 
   On the endless ride back to Carlsbad, she’d felt the swelling and sharp pains in her wrist catch up with her, and had almost asked Cooper to stop at the drug store for aspirin. 
 
   “Thank you.” She took the bottle and skipped the lecture about sharing prescriptions. “Have you heard how Ronni’s doing?”
 
   “Her condition’s improved. Before you left the Tijuana site, Coop called me and asked me to check on her. You can call her any time now. Doctor said she could talk to you.”
 
   Bobby held up a cell phone, “And you can do it with this new phone, properly bugged and wired and encrypted so Emilio can’t locate you when you use it, but if he does, I can trace a location he’s calling from faster than with your old phone. I got most of your address book entered already.” He smiled at her. “The only thing left to do is set up your speed-dial numbers.”
 
   Celina was touched. She slipped the flat black case into the back pocket of her jeans. “Thank you. Does Ronni remember what happened?”
 
   Bobby shook his head. “It may be a few days or even longer before her short-term memories come back.”
 
   He pointed at a line of Motorola two-way radios docked in separate stations. “Next, we have these babies. One for each of us. I borrowed these from my friend in the Army. Each SC700R has a range of twelve miles even in backcountry where cell phones won’t work. Rechargeable with battery backup. This call button,” he pressed a red half-moon and the other radios emitted a high-pitched squeal, “gives an emergency alarm. Trouble finds you, hit the button. The others give a readout of your GPS coordinates.” 
 
   Handing Celina and Cooper each one, Bobby stuck one on his belt buckle. The fourth, he pointed at. “I’ll give this one to Thomas when he shows up.”
 
   “And why do we need these?” Celina asked.
 
   “Easier and faster communication,” Cooper told her. “Ever try dialing a phone with your left hand? Even 911 is a bitch with a broken wrist. Cell phone towers go down or you’re out of their limited range, you’re in trouble. If you get into a situation, you need either one of us, hit the button. We’ll find you. Of course that is, if you’re in range.”
 
   Celina looked back and forth between the two men in front of her. “You think Emilio and Valquis will track me here, to this house.”
 
    “They’re getting bold,” Bobby said. “You ditched the tracking device Em had on you but he still has a lot of resources, his biggest one being Valquis. It’s too risky not to take every safety precaution.”
 
   “The net around him is growing smaller,” Cooper added. “Should have had him today.”
 
   “Shoulda, woulda, coulda,” Bobby chanted. “Forget it. We move forward and we do it smart.”
 
   Cooper played with his radio. “We need to figure out how to stop them.”
 
   “Sara showed me the tape of the hotel,” Celina said. “It was definitely Valquis and Emilio.”
 
   Bobby backed up his wheelchair, swiveling it so he was facing a flat screen computer and keyboard. “I’ve got the video from the safe house and the hotel. Let’s watch them together and do some brainstorming.”
 
   Cooper pulled up a chair for Celina, grabbed one for himself. The three sat in silence watching the scenes unfold. Over the next twenty minutes, they rewound, played, discussed, argued. There were moments Celina had to look away from the screen. Look away from Valquis, who still lived in her nightmares. She gingerly touched the bandage on her collarbone. Rubbed her arm.
 
   The alarm system alerted them a car was approaching the house. “Eliza,” Bobby told Cooper. “I sent her for groceries.”
 
   As Cooper took three environmentally friendly bags out of Eliza’s hands in the kitchen, Celina greeted her with a hug. “It’s good to see you,” Eliza said, gently squeezing Celina’s arms as she looked her over from head to toe. Her kind eyes lingered on Celina’s injuries. “How are you holding up?”
 
   Cooper flipped a light switch and under-the-cabinet recessed lights came on. Eliza’s long hair was pulled back in her signature braid. The tiny crow’s feet in the corners of her eyes were visible even in the soft light, but Celina liked them. They reminded her of her mother, whose kind eyes and soft voice were always reassuring. 
 
   “I’ve had better days,” Celina admitted, “but I’m not complaining.”
 
   Eliza offered another hug and Celina rested her cheek against the older woman’s shoulder. “We’re all so glad to have you back.”
 
   If Celina had closed her eyes, she would have fallen asleep in Eliza’s embrace. She was that tired.
 
   Eliza stepped back. “Let’s put the guys on kitchen duty and you and I will get you settled in the guest bedroom, okay?”
 
   Celina nodded. The guest bedroom.
 
   “Put her in my room,” Cooper said, and when everyone looked at him, he added, “The guest bedroom isn’t a bedroom anymore.” When no one moved, he said, “I’ll sleep on the couch.”
 
   Eliza nodded, patted Celina on the shoulder, and helped her gather her camera and overnight bag, both of which Sara had returned to her. They left Cooper and Bobby in the kitchen.
 
   Cooper’s bedroom was all straight lines and clean surfaces like the rest of the house. The bed was unmade, the black and tan comforter on the floor. Eliza picked it up, shook it out, and gave the bed a cursory glance before biting the inside of her cheek. “I’ll find some clean sheets.”
 
   A dark-stained credenza of drawers ran underneath a bank of windows that looked out at the backyard. What yard there was, anyway. Twenty feet beyond the pool was a screen of thin-trunked trees and behind those, the cliff. Beautiful, but Celina barely registered the view.
 
   Her gaze stayed fixed on the credenza where a framed photo was perched. A photo of a woman and a young boy.
 
   The woman stared back at her with long sun-bleached hair and a wide smile, the boy hung over her left shoulder, his arm around her neck. He, too, was grinning at the camera. Carefree, happy. His eyes, his face, familiar. Small replicas of Cooper’s.
 
   Celina’s legs went weak. When Eliza came back with a stack of clean bed linens, Celina sat on the bed, the photograph in her hands. 
 
   “That’s Cooper’s wife,” Eliza said, and at Celina’s horrified look, corrected herself. “Ex-wife, excuse me.” She smiled sadly, setting down the sheets. “Her name’s Melinda. Cooper never told you about her?”
 
   Celina could no more than shake her head.
 
   “It was a brief marriage when they were both very young. Only lasted a few years, but they had Owen. Isn’t he mischievous looking?”
 
    Celina’s headed nodded yes of its own will.
 
   “He’s a good boy. Misses his dad a lot.” 
 
   Celina gave her a questioning look and Eliza again smiled. “Oh, Cooper’s a good dad, don’t get me wrong. He spends as much time as he can with him, but his job…” Eliza shrugged. “It’s demanding. And dangerous. He claims he doesn’t see Owen enough because of his odd hours, but between you and me, I think Cooper worries about someone trying to get back at him by using Owen.”
 
   Celina returned the photo to the credenza and went through the motions to help Eliza strip the sheets off Cooper’s bed and replace them with clean ones. Eliza chatted lightly about the weather, about Bobby’s vices, about Cooper’s good nature. Celina said nothing. 
 
   She’d known little about Cooper’s past until that moment. He was a secretive person. No Facebook page or other social media, and his personnel files were off limits to everyone except the upper echelons of the DEA and FBI. Celina wasn’t one to snoop anyway, and had convinced herself she didn’t care what skeletons he might have in his closet. Everyone had a bony secret or two to hide. 
 
   But she’d never suspected Cooper had a son. An ex-wife.
 
   He’d never mentioned them. No one on the SCVC taskforce had either during Celina’s stint with them. Of course, her assignment with the group had lasted only a few months and most of that time was undercover, not in the office where the men and women discussed personal issues and gossiped.
 
   When Eliza left her alone to unpack her stuff and use the master bathroom, Celina sat on the bed again and stared at the picture.
 
   Cooper was a father. It was hard to wrap her mind around it.
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter Twenty-six
 
    
 
   Celina, standing in the open doorway, stared at the covered pool. 
 
   As Cooper walked by, he used the tongs in his hand to point at it. He was grilling dinner for them. “Do you want to swim? Or at least soak your toes?”
 
   Winter in Southern California was balmy compared to what she’d left behind in Des Moines. The current high temperatures were record setting for this time of year. Still, the thought of stripping down and diving in, stepping out from the doorway of Cooper’s fortress and out into the early evening made her feel exposed. “Too cold,” she said, shaking her head. “And I don’t have my suit.”
 
   “Pool’s heated,” Dyer said from behind her.
 
   Cooper brushed by her on his way to the kitchen, stopped. “I’ve got some trunks you could use. Probably an old tank top.”
 
   Celina glanced back and forth between the two men. They’d both been watching her intently. Too intently. “Can’t swim with this,” she said, holding up her casted wrist.
 
   “I can wrap it.” Eliza set a stack of plates on the table. “We can put a plastic bag over it and tape the edges down to keep it dry. Might not be graceful, but you could at least get in and not worry about getting it wet.”
 
   Celina tucked her wrist against her stomach. It felt like a brick at the end of her arm. She couldn’t stroke, that was for sure, but they were all so worried about her, so intent on helping her somehow, she felt the need to comply. She glanced back outside at the pool. Even with the cover on, it was sleek and inviting. Solar landscape lights dotted the edges of the patio. Fire leapt in the stone fireplace, the sound of sizzling meat reaching her ears as the steaks shed droplets of fat.
 
   “You’re safe here,” Cooper said, suddenly beside her. His voice was barely above a murmur. Beyond the soft light of the pool area, the thin trees and cliff blended into a dark wall, surrounding the house. 
 
   I won’t be safe until Emilio’s dead, Celina thought. Until Valquis is dead.
 
   “Okay,” she said, wanting to please him. “I’ll go for a swim.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Stroke…slap…stroke…breathe. Stroke…slap…stroke…breathe. 
 
   Cooper’s pool was a standard rectangle, perfect for laps. The water rushed past Celina’s face and over her body like cold fingers. She closed her eyes and kept her pace as steady as she could with the brick on her wrist. It had taken her more than a minute to find her balance and a productive rhythm. Her heart now beat solidly in her chest and her mind cleared. For now, it was just her and the water. 
 
   Stroke…slap…stroke…breathe.
 
   She lost track of her lap total and finally stopped when her muscles were on fire and her lungs screamed for relief. Instead of getting out, she floated on her back and stared at the sky. Flat gray clouds covering everything, threatening rain. She thought of the sky back in Des Moines where clouds like those meant snow. She thought of Forester and Sugars, who would never see clouds again. She let the tears she’d been holding back slide out the corners of her eyes and down into the chlorinated water.
 
   Exhausted, she finally climbed out of the pool. The cool night air sent her scurrying for the stack of navy blue and white striped towels Eliza had set next to the lounge chairs. They smelled freshly washed and felt warm against her cold skin. With clumsy movements, she wrapped her hair in one and used another to dry her body. Then she grabbed two more, wrapped herself in them, and sank into the nearest lounge chair. 
 
   Cooper came out of the house carrying a platter for the meat. He moved some foil-wrapped potatoes over on the large stone grill and flipped the steaks. Then he stirred the coals underneath and flames leapt up for a moment before dying back down. He sprinkled seasoning over the steaks and took a swig from his nearby beer bottle. He swept a look at her and then disappeared into the house. 
 
   A minute later, he returned with a fresh beer and a fleece blanket. He offered her the beer, but she shook her head no. Setting it down on the nearby tabletop, he threw the blanket over her legs. It was winter white with blue polar bears. The blanket stitch around the edges matched the bears. Celina snuggled under its weight as he tucked it under her chin, over her shoulders, under her legs and around her feet. She tried to speak, to say thank you, but the words wouldn’t come. Instead, mummy-like, she watched him take the beer and walk back to the grill. Content just to watch him, she closed off thoughts about Emilio, about the men he’d had Valquis kill because of her. 
 
   Cooper’s sure movements as he cooked and replaced the pool’s cover consumed her. His stillness as he watched the quiet woods next to the house and enjoyed his beer gave her relief. A rock steadiness that was better than pills at easing her pain, better than a high-tech security system, and trained SCVC taskforce members camped around the perimeter of the house. Contemplating this, she fell asleep.
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter Twenty-seven
 
    
 
   The steaks were done and Cooper was ready to eat. Celina, however, was sleeping on his lounge chair. “If I leave the meat on the grill any longer,” he said to Dyer as they watched Celina from inside, “it’ll overcook. If I pull it off the grill, I have to wake her up.”
 
   Dyer seemed to find Cooper’s predicament amusing. A small smile danced around the edges of his mouth. “What happened when she saw her chief’s body?”
 
   Cooper remembered the look on her face when she’d seen Forester naked and bloody. The numbness that had taken over her personality and the cold detachment she’d embraced to shut down her emotions was exactly what he’d told her to do. But it wasn’t good. “She held up pretty well initially. When Navarrette discussed cause of death, bam. It hit her.”
 
   “What did Emilio say to her on the phone?”
 
   Cooper felt his guts draw in. “Told her she was his and because of her betrayal she must be punished.”
 
   “And she challenged him.”
 
   “Yes.” Foolhardy kid. “Val could have killed her right there.”
 
   “He could have killed her at her apartment. At the hotel.” 
 
   Dyer didn’t have to remind him. Cooper’s brain now had an endless loop of worst-case scenes in it. There was the one of him stumbling back upstairs to her apartment, thinking about waking her for a continuation of their night, only to find her blood all over the floor, the bed, and the walls. Her vacant eyes staring at him. 
 
   Or the one of him seeing a body bag on a gurney leaving the entrance to the hotel. Men in dark jumpsuits loading the body into the coroner’s van.
 
   “Your steaks are going to be crispy,” Eliza called from the kitchen sink. She was cutting up red peppers and onions.
 
   Cooper lifted his chin to acknowledge Eliza’s comment, lowered his voice to Dyer. “How soon until Valquis shows up here?” 
 
   Dyer shrugged. “A while. He doesn’t know where you live and the manhunt is so intense right now, he’d be smart to lay low.”
 
   “Why is he helping Emilio? What does he get out of this?”
 
   “Been wondering that myself. If law enforcement thought you were dead, wouldn’t you start over? Build a new empire?”
 
   “Suckerfish.”
 
   Dyer frowned. “What?”
 
   Cooper pointed at his fish tank. “Suckerfish use other fish, like sharks, for food and shelter; sharks use suckerfish to stay clean. It’s symbiosis. Same thing in the world of drug empires.”
 
   “Valquis is a suckerfish – Emilio pays him to terrorize people, which is his dream job. Emilio is the shark who doesn’t want to get his hands dirty.”
 
   “Exactly.” Cooper walked out on the patio. As he stopped at the grill, he watched Celina’s eyes move under their lids, listened to her breathing. Her face was free of makeup. The towel wrapped around her hair had come undone and loose tendrils of brown tumbled around her face and down her neck. Her chest rose and fell, and he remembered her wet body climbing out of his pool, his old swim trunks sticking to her curvy legs, his white tank top melted to her breasts. He’d watched her dry the water off her legs and grown so hard he could have drilled holes in the kitchen tile. He’d gone to the fish tank and fed the fish to hide his obvious reaction.
 
   Looking down, he suddenly realized he was growing hard again. Turning away from Dyer’s ever-watchful gaze, Cooper made a lot of work out of taking up the steaks, checking the potatoes, dousing the flames. Fat drops of rain fell and he walked over to Celina and woke her. 
 
   Groggily she gathered up her blanket and followed him into the house. The smell of the steaks and the baked potatoes was strong. She sniffed and sighed deeply. “Smells good,” she said before disappearing down the hall to the bedroom.
 
   Cooper felt like whistling. A ridiculous reaction but there it was. When he looked up from unloading the potatoes on the four separate plates, Eliza was smiling at him. That pained smile she always got when she wanted to discuss his past life. “She knows, Cooper, honey. About Owen. And Melinda.” At Cooper’s blank stare, she added, “She saw the photo in your bedroom.”
 
   Cooper mentally kicked himself. He’d forgotten about the photo. Forgotten in a small way about his past. He set the steaks on the table, went to the counter, and poured Celina a glass of pinot noir. Took it to her place and set it there for her. He should go talk to her right now. Some part of him told him that. 
 
   But the steaks were already overdone, and Dyer and Eliza were there, and just like the other night, the timing was all wrong. “Let’s eat.” He pulled out a chair for Celina as she entered the room. 
 
   She accepted it without looking at him. As he sat at the other end, she kept her eyes on the table. Made polite small talk as Eliza forced conversation and cut Celina’s steak for her. She ate awkwardly, but refused help with anything else, and complimented Cooper’s cooking. She barely sipped at the wine.
 
   Eliza shot looks at Cooper. Dyer, good man that he was, brought up photography, asking Celina’s advice on a long-range lens for his new Canon Rebel digital camera. The hundred-mile stare left Celina’s face, her eyes met Dyer’s as she asked about the kind of shots he wanted to take. She sipped more wine, nodded her head, offered to take him shopping after their current situation was over.
 
   “Why didn’t you become a professional photographer, Celina?” Eliza asked. “Why did you become an FBI agent?”
 
   Celina looked down at her plate, suddenly self-conscious, a small smile passing across her lips. “As a child, I wanted to be a painter like my aunt Colette. She painted oil portraits of children and they were so perfect, so lifelike. I wanted to do that.” Celina chuckled softly, glanced around the table at them. “But my paintings were awful. Truly awful. Everyone else in my family, my mother, my brothers, all of them, could draw or paint or write. Even sing. But me? Nothing. Not a creative bone in my body. My brother John used to tell me I’d been left on the doorstep of the church and our parents adopted me. That I wasn’t really part of the family.”
 
   “We told my little brother Austin a similar story.” Dyer had an evil gleam in his eye. “Carl and I always told him we found him in the woods behind our house and Mom said we could keep him for a pet.”
 
   Celina smiled. “My brothers would like you.”
 
   Dyer held up his wine glass to her. “My brothers would like you too.”
 
   Eliza punched his arm and they all laughed.
 
   “For my ninth birthday,” Celina continued, “my grandmother Colette gave me a camera, and it was like opening the door to another world. I became fascinated with butterfly wings and antennas. The backs of children’s hands. These micro-worlds that existed all around me. I could see pictures inside of pictures. Tiny stories that went with these tiny worlds. It was…” She shook her head, shrugged one shoulder, “all I wanted to do.”
 
   Cooper had stopped eating to listen to her. He’d never thought about Celina as a young girl. About her family. He’d thought her photography was interesting and he knew she was selling some of it through legitimate sources, but he’d never wondered why she’d chosen the FBI over her obvious passion. “So why’d you end up at the Academy?”
 
   She looked at him, that small smile still in place. She was tired and scared and uncertain. Scared of Emilio and Valquis. Uncertain of her place in his house, but she was covering it all remarkably well. “My parents have a strong work and moral ethic. They believe in giving back to the community as well as pushing yourself to excel in your chosen field. My brother, Matt, is a cardiac specialist in Seattle. Mark is a public defender in Bakersfield. Luke’s a marine biologist. Johnny, well, he’s kind of the black sheep of the family. He writes graphic novels and illustrates them himself, but he sits on a board for a local children’s hospital so Mom and Pop cut him slack for that. When it came to me,” another shrug, “neither Mom nor Pop believed I could make a decent living off photography. My only other interest was being a cop, but I didn’t want to work the streets. I saw a lot of bad stuff with cops growing up in Miami. I didn’t want that, didn’t want to be the one harassing people I knew, arresting people I grew up with. The FBI on the other hand seemed cool. I talked to a recruiter at school and she steered me in this direction.”
 
   “You have four brothers named Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John,” Eliza said, eyebrows raised.
 
   Celina laughed. “Yes, we’re Catholic. Mom hoped for a full dozen.”
 
   “Why’d she name you Celina?” Dyer asked. “That’s not biblical, is it?” 
 
   “My name is Celina Colette Maria Davenport. I’m named after both my Cuban grandmother, Celina, and my American grandmother, whose family is from Britain and Wales. Maria is, of course, in reference to the Virgin.”
 
   “Davenport sounds English,” Eliza said.
 
   Celina nodded. “My grandfather Davenport is English and Irish. My brothers, Matt and Mark are Irish twins.” When everyone looked quizzical, Celina elaborated. “They were born in the same year. Matt was born in January. Mark, ten months later.”
 
   Eliza and Dyer laughed. Eliza said, “But you were the end of the line for your mother?”
 
   “The four boys were quite a handful. Even before she had me, I think she’d given up wanting a dozen.”
 
   “I don’t blame her,” Eliza said, “and I can see why you’re good at taking care of yourself. Having four older brothers makes you pretty tough, huh?”
 
   Celina’s smile faded and her hands went into her lap. “Tough enough,” she said quietly.
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter Twenty-eight
 
    
 
   While Cooper was in the shower, Celina moved her bags into the living room, fluffed the pillows on the couch and sat down to wait. She flipped channels on the TV and turned it off when not even a rerun of CSI kept her mind off Cooper standing naked under running water.
 
   Bobby was still in the house, having sent Eliza home and declaring he would take first watch so Cooper could sleep, but he’d disappeared down the hall, holing up in the computer room. Celina knew he was giving her and Cooper space so they could talk.
 
   She was going to talk to Cooper. She’d been thinking about what to say ever since she saw the picture of Owen. Cooper’s son put a new perspective on things. He was Cooper’s only real responsibility. And so Celina had her speech ready—the one about leaving so she wouldn’t endanger Cooper—but when he emerged from the bathroom and sauntered into the living room in nothing but a pair of board shorts, his wet hair combed back, and the stubble still on his face, her breath caught in her chest and the words in her brain got all mixed up.
 
   He took in her bags on the floor, her bug-eyed expression. “What’s up?”
 
   “I, uh.” She closed her eyes, shook her head to clear it. “You take the bed. I’ll sleep in here.”
 
   “It’s no problem.”
 
   “I’ve had several naps today. I’m wound for sound.” Standing up, she smoothed her shirt with her left hand. “I’m going to hang out with Bobby for a while. If I get tired, I’ll crash on the couch.”
 
   He was too much of a gentleman to let her sleep on his couch. “Celina.” 
 
   “Cooper,” Celina mimicked his tone. “Take the damn bed.”
 
   She brushed by him, hoping fervently he would reach out and grab her, pull her into his bedroom and make wild, passionate love to her, but when he didn’t, she went to find Bobby.
 
   In the back room, Dyer was studying the security monitors. He glanced up at her when she entered, saw the look on her face, and went back to the monitors. “Tough day.”
 
   Celina flopped into a chair next to him. “The day from hell.”
 
   “Want to talk about it?”
 
   “No. Yes.” She shook her head, rubbed her temples with her fingers. Blew out a long sigh. “I can’t stay here.”
 
   He was silent, frowning at the screens in front of him. “And your other option is?”
 
   “I know, I know. I’ve got nowhere to go. Anywhere I land, I endanger other people, but that’s the reason I can’t stay here either. Cooper’s got a kid. I mean…oh, hell.” She leaned forward and dropped her head between her knees. “If he gets killed or injured because of me…” 
 
   She drew a deep breath, let it out slowly, “I can’t live with that, Bobby. I can’t.”
 
   “Hey, hey.” He rubbed her back. “Nothing’s gonna happen to Coop.”
 
   Celina set her head in her hands. “You can’t say that. Sugars and Forester are dead because of me. Cooper’s next if I stay here. Your life’s in danger, too. Even Eliza.”
 
   “First of all, we’re a team. We know how Londano and Valquis work. We’ve lived and breathed them for years. They can’t surprise us like they did Forester and his agents. Second, we’re a team. Do you hear me? We cover each other’s backs. Take care of each other 24/7. And third…” he trailed off, lifted his eyebrows for her to finish his sentence.
 
   “We’re a team.”
 
   “Exactly.” He gently pinched her chin. “No one’s gonna break us up. We’re exponentially stronger and smarter if we’re united. We stay together, work together, sleep together on occasion.” He waggled his eyebrows.
 
   Celina couldn’t help but smile at his teasing. “It’s too dangerous for all of you. I can’t be part of the team this time.”
 
   “And, again, your option is?”
 
   “I have to take down Emilio on my own.”
 
   He straightened, cracked his knuckles. “Don’t take this the wrong way, Celina, but you’re not capable of taking on Londano or Valquis on your own.” 
 
   How can I not take that the wrong way?
 
   “It’s not because you’re a woman or because your field experience amounts to a hill of beans. None of us, not one single member of the SCVC taskforce, no matter how intelligent or tough or experienced, is capable of taking on these two alone. The only way—are you listening?—the only way to succeed at taking them out, is if we work together. One united front.”
 
   “But Emilio only wants me. If I turn myself over, he’ll stop killing the people around me. Then I’ll figure out how to stop him.”
 
   “You can’t be serious. You think Londano won’t brutalize you? Kill you?”
 
   “Not if I kill him first.”
 
   “What about Valquis? You gonna kill him too?”
 
   “How else do I stop them?”
 
   Bobby slumped in his chair. “You’re serious.”
 
   Celina nodded.
 
   “You’ll die, and in the end, Val and Londano will still come after Cooper.”
 
   She didn’t follow. “Why?”
 
   “He’s head of the SCVC. He’s given them a lot of trouble over the years. Coop and I talked this over. The night Val did this to me,” he tapped the arm of his wheelchair, “he was sending Cooper a message.”
 
   A message. Like he’d sent her via Forester’s body? “What kind of message?” 
 
   “Cooper messed with Londano’s empire, pissed him off one too many times. So instead of going after Cooper directly, he sent Val after me. He knew that would do more damage to Coop’s mental and emotional state than anything else.”
 
   “Like he’s doing with me right now.” Celina shifted, rubbed her temples again. “It’s payback.”
 
   “Londano’s keeping you totally freaked out and off balance.” He checked the security screens. “If you walk out of here and Valquis grabs you, what do you think that will do to Cooper?”
 
   Celina sat for a long moment, knowing exactly what it would do to Cooper. “But he’s got a kid,” she said, picking at the brace on her wrist. “That’s his only real responsibility. Not me.”
 
   The two friends sat in silence, staring at the black and white images on the screens in front of them. Bobby turned his chair to face her. “You have to stay with Cooper, Celina. He’s your only chance to walk away from this alive.”
 
   She thought about that, figured it was true. “You could keep me safe.”
 
   A disgruntled half-laugh escaped his lips. “Have you looked at me? In case you didn’t notice, I’m in a fucking wheelchair, rookie.”
 
   “Oh, god,” Celina said, putting her hand over her mouth. “I forgot.”
 
   Bobby’s face took on a look of confused bemusement. “You forgot I’m stuck in this contraption?”
 
   Celina put her head down. “That was rude. I’m so sorry. I wasn’t thinking.”
 
   “Don’t be sorry. That’s the first time anyone’s forgotten. It’s actually nice.”
 
   Celina leaned over and hugged him. “Why did they get divorced?” she asked.
 
   He didn’t miss a beat at the change in subject. “Typical reason. Cooper worked a lot of long hours. Lots of holidays. Melinda was lonely. She got pregnant thinking that might turn Cooper into a homebody. It didn’t. Don’t get me wrong, Owen changed a lot of things for Cooper. He worked smarter, landed the taskforce unit’s head position in order to keep him off the streets as much as possible while still being involved in drug enforcement. But he and Melinda, well, they fought a lot. She finally gave up. Divorced him.”
 
   “Is that why he doesn’t want to get involved with me?”
 
   “Cooper was nuts over Melinda when they got hitched. He was also twenty-four years old. Too young to know what he really wanted.”
 
   Twenty-four. The same age as her when she joined the taskforce. “And?”
 
   “He knows how things change, how love can start out wild and passionate and get overcome by other stuff and go bad.”
 
   “That can happen at any age. Love is risky.”
 
   “That’s true,” he said, pointedly sizing her up. “So what are you going to do about it?”
 
   What was she going to do about it? “I figure I have two options.” She closed her eyes and leaned back in her chair. “I can go put on my Victoria’s Secret lace peek-a-boo teddy, jump in bed with him, and hope the sex is mind blowing enough that he keeps me around until he realizes he can’t live without me, or I can leave now and save face.” She opened her eyes and stared at the ceiling. “Try to forget about him.”
 
   “Do you really have a Vicki’s peek-a-boo teddy with you?”
 
   Celina rolled her eyes. “What happened with him and Lana?”
 
   Bobby’s eyes narrowed. “Why do you ask?”
 
   It was his tone that confirmed her suspicions. “Ah ha,” Celina said. “I knew there was something going on between them.”
 
   “Trust me, there is nothing going on between Coop and Lana.”
 
   “But there was once, wasn’t there?”
 
   When he looked away, Celina sat forward. “What happened? Tell me.”
 
   “I can’t. I’m sworn to secrecy.”
 
   “Did he sleep with her?”
 
   “Oh, hell no.” He affected a false shiver and made a disgusted noise like he’d drunk sour milk. “That’s sick.”
 
   If it wasn’t sex, than what was it? Celina grabbed the arms of his chair. “Then what?”
 
   He shook his head no, kept his eyes on the screens. “I’ll self-destruct if I say anything.”
 
   “Why does he lie about her?”
 
   Bobby’s gaze shifted to her. “What kind of lie?”
 
   “He told me she benches something like two hundred and twenty pounds. That she’s a black belt in karate.”
 
   His eyes shifted away. “Those aren’t lies.”
 
   “I saw her today.” Or maybe it was yesterday or the day before. Celina was losing track of time. “She’s Dolly Parton on a power trip.”
 
   “Dolly Parton on steroids, maybe.”
 
   “You’ve personally been at the gym and seen her bench press that much weight.”
 
   “Me? No,” Dyer said. “But I have it documented.”
 
   “Documented for what?”
 
   He looked around the room. “I’ve already said too much.”
 
   “Why would you be documenting what Lana does?” Celina said it to herself more than to him. 
 
   A thought dawned. “You’re keeping a file on her for Cooper.” She stared at the DEA field officer-turned-techie. Saw his face flush. “Sounds like blackmail.”
 
   “No. Not anymore at least. I was keeping a file on her, but Cooper told me to destroy it when she went to the FBI, only I didn’t because it was too risky. She could come back and Coop’s problems could start over with her.”
 
   Problems? Now Celina was totally enthralled. In a flash of memory, she saw Lana eyeing Dupé. Wants to snag the boss. 
 
   “She wanted to sleep with Cooper,” Celina said as the idea came to her. “When she was DEA. He was married to Melinda already. He wouldn’t sleep with her. Pissed her off, didn’t it?”
 
   Bobby was humming under his breath now, something that sounded like the soundtrack to Jaws.
 
   “She tried to get Cooper in trouble,” Celina continued, as the thoughts kept morphing. “What did she do? Claim sexual harassment?”
 
   His tune picked up tempo. “I hear nothing. I see nothing. I know nothing.”
 
   “She hit him with a sexual harassment charge.”
 
   The humming stopped. Bobby let out a long-suffering sigh. “She threatened him with it because he wouldn’t play her game, but she never followed through once she found out I had a file on her. The only one being harassed was Coop and she knew I could prove it.”
 
   “Why didn’t Cooper take the file and give it to someone higher up? Get Lana fired?”
 
   “He said she’d move on and eventually she did. He was satisfied with that.”
 
   “And now she’s after Dupé.”
 
   “You noticed that too, huh?”
 
   Celina nodded her head. “Someone should bring this to light. Warn the director.”
 
   He was humming again and shaking his head. “Not me. I hear nothing. I see nothing. I know nothing.”
 
   “She has access to a lot of sensitive information, and Dupé trusts her. She could ruin him.”
 
   “Coop says Dupé’s smart enough to figure it out on his own and he doesn’t want that passed out in the light for everyone to know about. As far as Cooper’s concerned, the file no longer exists.”
 
   That’s crap, but now she understood Cooper’s intense dislike of Lana. His comments about her. “Did he really punch her when you were in the hospital?”
 
   “Punch her?” Bobby’s eyebrows drew together in a frown. “Cooper would never punch a woman. Not even Lana...” his voice trailed off and he smiled. “But I bet he sure fantasized about it. I certainly have.”
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter Twenty-nine
 
    
 
   When Cooper woke, gray light and the smell of strong coffee filled his bedroom. His digital clock read 6:47. Damn, he’d slept all night. Why hadn’t the alarm went off at two am like he’d set it for? He reached out and checked the switch, found it in the off position.
 
   “I turned it off,” a soft voice said from the corner. “You needed the sleep.”
 
   He rolled onto his side and pushed himself up on one elbow. Celina was backlit from the window, her features dark, but he could see her outline clearly as she sat crossed-legged on his credenza, holding a coffee mug with her left hand. Her gun was next to her, as was a second mug, and the two-way radio Dyer had given her. 
 
   He ran a hand over his face. His voice rough from sleep. “I had second shift.”
 
   “I took it, sent Bobby home, put Thomas and Nelson on outside duty. You didn’t miss anything but a rangy-looking fox crossing the driveway around three-thirty.”
 
   She’d refused his bed and taken his couch so he could sleep in comfort. Turned off his alarm and taken his watch. He was supposed to be taking care of her, keeping her safe, and instead she was taking care of him. 
 
   God, he could hug her. But what the hell was she thinking?
 
   He wished she were closer so he could see her face, but he stayed still, holding himself in a forced comfortableness, thankful for the sheet that still covered his morning hard-on. Wondering what she might do if he pulled her into bed and took her clothes off. “How long have you been watching me sleep?” His voice was still rough sounding, but he knew it was from the sudden image of Celina warm and naked under him.
 
   “Awhile.” She unfolded her legs and let her feet swing. “I didn’t want Freddy to get you.”
 
   “Freddy?”
 
   “Krueger.” At his blank look, she smiled. “Nightmare on Elm Street.”
 
   “Right.” He sat up, pulling the sheet with him. Leaned back against his pillows and put one arm behind his head to prop it up, still trying to look comfortable.
 
   Celina stopped swinging her feet, set her mug down, and slid off his credenza. She picked up her gun and shoved it into the backside of her waistband. Her hair was loose around her face and she was wearing one of his white t-shirts sans bra. 
 
   His heart did a skip as he stared at the points growing out of his shirt when she turned to pick up the coffee mug, and, then, thank you, Jesus, she walked over to the bed. She smelled good, like she’d just stepped out of his shower, and she was definitely wearing his shirt. “We survived the night,” she said. “No one got hurt.” 
 
   As she looked down at him and held out the mug, Cooper willed himself not to reach for her. To accept the coffee instead. 
 
   “I don’t make coffee too often.” She sat on the edge of the bed, one knee bent and touching his hip through the sheet. “But I know you like it strong so I doubled the amount the instructions listed.”
 
   Cooper sipped the coffee with her staring at him, her eyes big and soft in her face, waiting for his reaction. “Thanks,” he managed.
 
   Staring at her over the rim of the coffee mug, he waited. He wanted her so bad, his teeth were on edge, but he refused to make the first move. Her invitation was clear. Bringing him coffee, sitting on the bed braless, wearing his shirt. But still, he would wait. She’d been through an emotional few days. She was looking for comfort. Comfort he wanted more than anything to provide, so long as he wasn’t misleading her like he had in Des Moines. Her crush on him would melt away after this was over and he knew that. He didn’t want her to look back at this moment and think he’d taken advantage of her vulnerability in any way.
 
   But damn, the way things were going this moment, this sweet moment with her sitting here like one of his fantasies come true, with her hair freshly washed and her voice soft and free of fear, might be the last one he had like this with her. Their future, both professional and personal, loomed infinitely dark, like a black hole in front of them. 
 
   Celina drew up her knees, hugging them, her bare feet resting on the bed. “Melinda called last night after you went to sleep.”
 
   Cooper gripped the mug tighter, his lower region softening at the name of his ex-wife. So much for taking advantage of the moment. He glanced at the nightstand and saw his cell phone wasn’t there. 
 
   “I took the phone when I turned off your alarm. I didn’t want anyone to wake you.” She smoothed her hair with her left hand, pulled it over her shoulder. “Today’s your day with Owen.”
 
   “Owen doesn’t come until Saturday.” 
 
   “Cooper, it is Saturday.”
 
   Damn, she was right. He set down the mug. “I’ll call Melinda and explain the situation. Owen will understand.”
 
   “Owen will not understand.” Her eyes were fierce. “Besides, I’m going to the L.A. office today. There’s going to be a press conference. I spoke with Dupé, and he agreed I should be there. They’re going to give out more details about what Emilio’s done and expand the manhunt to include Valquis. I want to be sure Emilio sees me on national television. That he knows I’m not cowering or hiding from him. It may just be the trick to flush him out once and for all.”
 
    Cooper shifted so he was fully sitting up. He draped his arms over his knees. “I’ll take you to L.A.”
 
   Her gaze dropped to his lips, rose to his eyes again. “Melinda said Owen’s guitar lesson is at ten and then he’s planning on you taking him to lunch. He’s counting on you to spend the day with him, Cooper. You can’t let him down.”
 
   How many times had Cooper heard those words from Melinda? “What else did Melinda say?”
 
   Celina hugged herself tighter and looked away. “Nothing, really.”
 
   Her body language told him different. 
 
   An angry tension spread through his veins as he thought about Melinda and her razorblade tongue. He’d been cut too many times not to have a healthy distaste for it. Feeling incredibly protective, he reached out and touched the ends of Celina’s hair. Its sleek weight felt like satin to his fingers. “It’s all right. You don’t have to tell me. I can imagine what she probably said.”
 
   “She saw the news about Londano. I explained that I was here because you felt responsible for me and were trying to protect me. I told her there was nothing going on between us.”
 
   Right? Her unspoken question hung between them, her eyes searching his again for a reaction.
 
   His heart skipped and then settled into a hard thumping. He rubbed her hair between his fingers, watched her lips part. She’d taken on Lana, Forester, and now Melinda, all in an effort to keep him out of trouble, even after the way he’d squashed her hopes of having a relationship. Even after he threw her inexperience in her face constantly by calling her kid and rookie. “You always manage to surprise me, Celina. In a good way.”
 
   She titled her head, smiled. “You better hold off on the praise. I’m pretty sure Melinda didn’t believe me. She was pretty angry I was here. That I answered your phone and refused to wake you up to talk to her.”
 
   Cooper couldn’t help but smile back. “Melinda has issues. They’re with me. Don’t take it personally.”
 
   “She’s still in love with you.”
 
   A small chuckle escaped his throat. He so didn’t want to talk about Melinda. “She’s not in love with me, but she’s still trying to make me into the man she thought she married. She wants me to be a good dad to Owen. Unfortunately, her idea and mine on that subject are different. Just like when we were married, she emphasizes quantity over quality.”
 
   Celina nodded. “Sometimes women use anger to cover up fear. She’s no doubt scared something will happen to you. That you won’t be around for her and Owen.”
 
   “You’re very perceptive for someone so…” 
 
   Cooper stopped himself before he said it, but Celina finished the sentence for him. “Young?”
 
   He grimaced. She smirked. “My mother and father had a strong bond, still do, so I never watched my parents go through divorce, thank goodness. But my best friend in middle school went through it. It was ugly. Her dad ran off with her mother’s best friend. Tami spent a lot of time at my house. Her mother was very angry and it made Tami angry too, but what I realized was that my friend was mostly just scared. So was her mom. Their futures were uncertain for a while. To this day, Tami has trouble putting trust in anyone. Her dad ran away with her godmother. Talk about issues.”
 
   “So you took care of Tami,” Cooper said, giving her hair a gentle tug. “And you took care of that old security guard’s blood pressure, and Annie Richardson’s kids.” And now you’re trying to take care of me and Owen. He sighed. “You’re a nice person.”
 
   “You say that as if it’s a bad thing.”
 
   “Don’t jeopardize yourself trying to make things right for me.”
 
   “Thomas can take me to L.A. I’ll be safe at FBI headquarters. You need to be here with Owen.”
 
   He did need to be there with Owen. He also needed to keep Celina safe.
 
   And away from Thomas.
 
   “No. I don’t like it,” he told her.
 
   She studied him for a moment, a grin lifting one corner of her mouth. She let go of her legs, shifting so the one closest to him folded under her butt, enabling her to lean toward him. Close enough to kiss. “What do you like, Agent Harris? Besides logical women in short skirts?”
 
   Damn. He liked her. More than he wanted to. He liked her in his bed wearing his clothes. He liked her turning off his alarm and bringing him coffee. “Are you trying to distract me so I’ll give in and let you go to L.A. without me?”
 
   The grin widened to lift the other side of her mouth. “Now would I do that?”
 
   He ran his hand under her hair to the back of her neck and pulled her the half inch forward so he could kiss her. The moment his lips met hers, she sighed, deep in her throat, and Cooper’s reservations evaporated like the steam from his coffee. 
 
   Her lips parted under his and her left hand came up and rested on his forearm, slightly hesitant, as he kissed her deep and long. She kissed him back, her lips not hesitant like her touch, but all out intense and consuming. She tasted sweet and dark like his French roast with a couple teaspoons of sugar.
 
   Careful of her injured wrist, he placed his hands on her sides and lifted her gently on top of him, leaning back as he did so. She took his lead and straddled him, the thin cotton fabric of his shirt a teasing barrier between his bare chest and her hard nipples. As she lowered her weight, he steadied her with his hands and inhaled her with his mouth.
 
   Cooper kept his left hand on her waist and let his right hand explore under the shirt. Celina broke away from his lips on a gasp as his fingers pinched a nipple. “Be nice,” she murmured against his mouth.
 
   So he massaged her instead, filling his hand with the heavy weight of one taut breast and then the other, wanting to follow his hand with his mouth. In order to do that, he needed her out of his shirt. 
 
   Both hands on her waist again, he raised her up, using his stomach muscles to pull himself up at the same time. Then he tugged the shirt up and off, still mindful of her injured arm. She helped as best she could, and Cooper stopped as the t-shirt fell to the floor. 
 
   A beautiful woman was sitting in his lap. A smart, beautiful woman. Her breasts were full and heavy from his fondling, her lips as well from his kissing. She was regarding him with that same wariness she seemed to wear on her face around him now. Seeking his approval, scared he’d shut her down. Wanting him to want her.
 
   Want her he did, in this very physical way. He wanted to touch her everywhere, to keep her in his bed until he’d done everything he’d fantasized about doing and then made up a few new fantasies. But he wanted more than a fulfillment of his sexual fantasies.
 
   He wanted to protect her. To spend his days and nights with her. And he wanted her approval too. Approval to be the man who could keep her safe and happy.
 
   He touched her cheek with the ends of his fingers. Let them trail down her neck, over her collarbone that was half covered with white gauze and tape. Her skin felt firm and smooth as silk under his fingertips.
 
   “I’m okay, Cooper,” she said. “You don’t have to baby me.”
 
   He smiled at her insistence. “I’m not babying you, Celina. I’m staring at your beauty.”
 
   She grinned. Placing her hands on his shoulders, she moved a centimeter closer, seating herself in his lap in the exact spot they both benefited from. The heat of her body in that spot, combined with her lush breasts brushing his chest, made him jerk. 
 
   “Jesus,” he swore under his breath as she lowered her lips to his. He knew he should be up and out of bed, watching the monitors, figuring out how to balance Owen’s schedule today with his own. Figuring out a way to capture Londano and Valquis and keep Celina safe. But all he could do was tug her closer, kiss her back. He’d never felt this way about a woman. Not even Melinda.
 
   He rolled Celina underneath him, careful of her wrist, and withdrew the gun from her waistband. As he moved the gun from one hand to the other to set it on the nightstand, he dropped his lips to her neck and kissed the area around her bandage. He went lower to take her breast in his mouth and felt smug satisfaction when she inhaled sharply and pulled him closer.
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter Thirty
 
    
 
   The two-way radio on the credenza squawked. Thomas’s voice filled the room. “Switchfoot, this is Crazy Clock. Come in.”
 
   Cooper released Celina’s breast, laid his forehead on her chest, and blew out a sigh. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”
 
   Celina chuckled under her breath. “He told me to check in with him every hour on the dot.” She lifted her head from the bed and peered at Cooper’s alarm clock. “Seven-o-one. He’s punctual.”
 
   “Switchfoot, this is Crazy Clock,” Thomas’s voice had elevated a notch. “Are you all right? Over.”
 
   Cooper rolled off Celina. She scooted off the bed, swept up the radio, and smiled at Cooper over it as she answered. “This is Switchfoot.” While irritated with his partner’s bad timing, Cooper enjoyed the swing of Celina’s breasts as she paced back to the bed. “Everything’s fine.”
 
   “Yeah, not quite,” Thomas responded. “Melinda and Owen are on their way up the driveway.”
 
   “Ah, shit.” Cooper threw back the sheet now tangled between his legs. “What the hell’s she doing here at seven in the morning?”
 
   Celina picked his shirt off the floor. “Roger that,” she said calmly into the radio, then she dropped it on the bed and pulled on the shirt. Grabbing her hair, she slipped it out from beneath the collar and let out an exasperated sigh. “You hit the bathroom.” She shoved her gun back in the waistband of her shorts. “I’ll answer the door and let them in.”
 
   He sat up, then stood, rubbing his hands over his face through his hair, and pulling on his running shorts. “I’m not sending you to the door to handle my ex-wife at seven o’clock in the morning.”
 
   “You’re going to open the door looking like that?” She pointed at the tent between his legs.
 
   Damn. Right again. He pointed at her nipples, still predominantly on display under his shirt. “You’re going to greet them like that?”
 
   Celina glanced down, crossed her arms over her breasts. “I’ll throw on a sweatshirt.”
 
   She left the room and Cooper heard her bare feet padding quickly on his hardwood floors. He glanced at his bed, and even though he was in a pickle, smiled to himself as he too jogged across the hardwood to the bathroom.
 
    
 
    
 
   Celina fought with her sweatshirt as she walked into the kitchen to open the door for Melinda and Owen. The tight sleeve of her right arm snagged on her cast and she had the shirt half over her head, half not, when Melinda opened the door and pushed Owen through it in front of her. Cooper’s ex stopped at the sight of Celina and lowered her Gucci sunglasses an inch on her nose. The two women stood staring at each other.
 
   Melinda was at least six inches taller than Celina, owing part of her height to a pair of embossed leather heels. Her natural blond hair was long and straight and pulled up in a partial ponytail, partial bun on top of her head with a set of polished black chopsticks embedded in it. The perfect weapon, Celina thought, to poke someone’s eye out. Someone like the woman sleeping with her ex-husband.
 
   “Hi,” Celina said cheerfully as she shoved her left arm in the sweatshirt and snugged it down over Cooper’s t-shirt. Melinda’s dark brown eyes ran an accusatory lap from Celina’s head to her feet. “You must be Melinda.” Without thinking, she offered her right hand. “I’m Celina. We spoke on the phone last night.”
 
   Melinda regarded her hand and the accompanying cast. She didn’t accept Celina’s handshake.
 
   Celina punched in the code on the security alarm by the door under Melinda’s unwavering scrutiny. Then she smiled at the young boy with his guitar case standing beside his mother. He was older than the picture on Cooper’s dresser. His hair was longer, curling on the ends, and blond like his mother’s, but his other features matched his father’s right down to the tiny cleft in his chin. 
 
   “And you must be Owen,” Celina said, still forcing brightness into her voice as she came back to a spot in front of him. Using her left hand, she gathered her hair and pulled it out from under the sweatshirt’s collar, and this time extended her hand to shake Owen’s. “Your dad tells me you’re quite a guitar player.”
 
   Owen nodded and shook her fingers, his eyes darting to his mother, back to Celina. “My friend plays too,” he told her. “We’re going to have a garage band this summer.”
 
   Celina smiled an honest smile this time. “That’s cool.”
 
   “Where is Cooper?” Melinda looked past Celina with efficient dismissal in her tone and her body posture.
 
   “He’s in the bathroom,” Celina said. “He just woke up.”
 
   Melinda pressed her red glossed lips into a tight line. “He just woke up?”
 
   Celina felt her true smile fading. Fast. “Yes. As I explained to you on the phone, he’s been working the Londano case all week. Last night was the first sleep he’s had in the past seventy-two hours.”
 
   “I see,” Melinda said, but the tone of her voice said she didn’t buy it. “Owen, honey, take your guitar into the living room and practice that new chord Brian gave you last week.”
 
   The boy gave Celina a look that said sorry as if this was a cue he’d been given from dear old mom before and he knew what was heading Celina’s way. He picked up his gig bag to clear out. 
 
   Once he was out of hearing distance, Melinda stepped forward, glaring down at Celina. “You spent the night here.” It was not a question, not even a rhetorical one. It was a statement. The start, Celina knew, of an ass chewing.
 
   “Yes,” Cooper’s voice came from behind Celina. She turned to see him sauntering into the kitchen, sport pants falling appropriately in all the right places. “She’s under my surveillance at the moment. Why are you here so early, Mel?”
 
   Melinda drew herself back, straightening her already ramrod stiff posture another fraction of an inch. “Steven and I are going to Vegas for the weekend. I told you that. We’re flying out of LAX this morning. That’s why I had to drop Owen off now.”
 
   “Dad!” Owen shouted as he flew back into the kitchen, drawn by the sound of his father’s voice. Cooper opened his arms and the boy jumped into them. Cooper picked him up and gave him a bear hug.
 
   “How y’doin’, buddy?” Cooper held Owen in one arm, used his free hand to tousle the boy’s hair.
 
   “Good,” Owen mimicked his father, running his own smaller hand through Cooper’s short cut.
 
   “We going to have fun today?”
 
   Owen nodded. “Yeah.”
 
   “Did you practice Dirty Little Secret?”
 
   Owen’s head continued to nod. “I’ve got it down cold.”
 
   Cooper bear hugged him again. “That’s my boy.” He put Owen down and looked at Melinda over his son’s head. “Let me talk to your mom a minute and then you can play it for me.”
 
   Owen shot Celina another of his knowing looks. “All American Rejects?” Celina asked him. “You can play a song by them?”
 
   A tiny smile tugged at Owen’s mouth and he glanced at his dad.
 
   “He plays all kinds of alternative rock,” Cooper said, acknowledging Owen’s competence. Celina saw the boy swell with pride as Cooper winked at him.
 
   Celina widened her eyes. “I love that song. Would you play it for me?”
 
   When Owen nodded, Celina started for the living room, following him. She gave Cooper a supportive smile as she passed and he smiled back, gratitude in his eyes.
 
   As Owen plugged his guitar into a small amp, Celina heard Melinda’s voice, sharp as steel in the kitchen. “You promised me you’d never bring one of them here.”
 
   One of them. Girlfriend? Taskforce agent? Celina couldn’t make out Cooper’s reply, only the low sound of his voice, but Melinda’s came through loud and clear again. “She shouldn’t be here. I won’t have her here. She’s a danger to Owen. To you.”
 
   And then the rest of the conversation was lost as Owen placed his fingers on the strings, the first chords of Dirty Little Secret filling the room.
 
    
 
    
 
   Thirty minutes later, the smell of cooking filled Cooper’s nostrils as he opened the bathroom door. Bacon, eggs, toast, onion, and pepper scents made him breathe deeply. The sound of a pan banging into another, a piece of silverware hitting a bowl, echoed down the hallway. Homey sounds, he thought. Like someone lives here besides me. 
 
   He’d showered, shaved, and tried to figure out what he was going to do with Owen and Celina both. 
 
   Worst-case Scenario One: he let Celina go to L.A. with Thomas and Valquis snagged her. 
 
   Worst-case Scenario Two: he kept her home with him and Owen, and Valquis snagged Owen. 
 
   Cooper’s gut hurt at either thought. He couldn’t keep them together without risking Owen’s life and that was one thing he would never do. 
 
   Celina was at the stove, moving a spatula around in a pan of scrambled eggs. Her back was to him as she stared down at the food in front of her, but she wasn’t standing at the stove alone. Thomas was leaning one elbow on the counter, his body open toward her as he stared up at her face, smiling. He was entirely invading her personal space, talking in a soft, low voice, and waiting expectantly for…what? Was he trying to coax a smile out of her? 
 
   Worst-case Scenario not involving Petero Valquis or Emilio Londano: Celina fell for his partner.
 
   And they lived happily ever after. Right under Cooper’s nose.
 
   “Hey, Dad.” Owen sat at the kitchen bar, scooping scrambled eggs into his mouth, a crispy slice of bacon in one hand. He had a tall glass of orange juice in front of him as well as a second glass full of milk. A milk mustache was growing on his top lip.
 
   And that’s when Cooper knew he really had no choice. It would be just like Valquis, the bastard, to target an innocent child. He’d done it before and Cooper had seen the results. 
 
   Cooper was all Owen had standing between him and a cruel psychotic killer. Celina, while vulnerable because of her injury, was still a trained FBI agent with a host of her Fed counterparts and the entire SCVC taskforce trying to protect her. She didn’t need Cooper. She had Thomas.
 
   “Hey, buddy.” Cooper gave Owen’s head a rub as he walked by him.
 
   Thomas nodded at Cooper but didn’t give up his stance next to Celina. She turned from the stove and smiled at Cooper. “Are you hungry? I made breakfast.”
 
   “Smells good.” Cooper set his empty coffee mug on the counter and refilled it from the pot. His cutting board was out with a sloppy pile of diced tomato, onion, and pepper sitting beside a chopping knife. A loaf of bread was open, the toaster humming as it did its thing.
 
   “Thomas, pour Cooper some orange juice,” Celina ordered and Thomas blinked at her. He straightened up slowly when Celina waved the spatula at him before she flipped a pile of hash browns over in a second skillet.
 
   The younger man gave her a half-salute and ignored Cooper’s smile. Cooper joined his son at the breakfast bar, watching Celina cooking at his stove. He liked seeing her there. Liked having someone in his kitchen fussing over him. It had been a long time and only now did he realize how he’d missed spending these little everyday moments with someone. He wished he could stop time at the moment and just enjoy it. 
 
   And he wished like hell Thomas would fall over and die.
 
   While he was at it, he’d throw in a wish that Londano and Valquis would go straight to hell and stay there.
 
   Five minutes later, Cooper was scooping up scrambled eggs topped with the tomato and onion mixture. The bacon was crisp, the hash browns were perfectly browned, and the juice was cold. 
 
   But Owen was now off in the living room watching cartoons and Thomas was sitting next to Cooper, eating his own pile of eggs and hash browns, and sending Cooper distinctive male posturing messages. 
 
   Cooper ignored his younger partner and focused on his food. 
 
   “Hot sauce,” Celina said, plunking a bottle on the bar next to Cooper’s plate. “I figured you’d want some on your eggs.”
 
   She stood on the other side, munching toast and casting furtive glances at Cooper’s plate to see what he was eating. He caught her gaze and held it. “Thanks, but it doesn’t need any. It tastes delicious just the way it is.”
 
   He winked at her and she blushed. 
 
   His cell phone rang; caller ID saying it was Dyer.
 
   “Navarette found GHB in Forester’s blood,” Dyer said without preamble. 
 
   “The date rape drug?” 
 
   “Yep. Probably how Valquis got him in the laundry cart and out of the hotel without a fight. Navarette believes he was only tased afterwards, like after the drug wore off.”
 
   Switching gears, Cooper lowered the phone from his mouth and said to Celina, “You ordered room service that night at the hotel, right?”
 
   “Forester ordered a pizza,” she said.
 
   “He drink anything with it?”
 
   “A Coke.”
 
   “You drink any?”
 
   Celina shook her head. “I drank the Dew you brought.”
 
   Cooper raised the phone back to his lips. “Is it possible Val meant the GHB for Celina?”
 
   “Anything’s possible. Navarette said there was a significant amount in Forester’s blood. If Valquis intended it for Celina, he meant for her to die.” 
 
   Cooper stared at Celina across the counter, a white-hot rage poking at his gut. “Make sure Carlsbad PD checks the remains from the food service tray to see what they can find.” 
 
   “Already called Sam. You going to L.A. for the news conference?”
 
   “No,” Cooper said, hating the word. “But you are. The conference is scheduled for eleven o’clock. Thomas and Celina will pick you up in thirty minutes.”
 
   Cooper saw Thomas stop eating out of the corner of his eye. Give him a look. There was a slight pause on the other end. “Coop, you know I’d do anything for you. I’d give my life for Celina. But I can’t protect her from Valquis if it comes down to it.”
 
   Turning the bar stool, he faced Thomas. “Val isn’t the one that worries me,” he said softly and saw understanding flash in Thomas’s eyes. Saw the grin tweak the corners of his partner’s mouth as he tried to hide it behind his glass of milk. 
 
   “Thirty minutes,” Cooper said into the phone. “Be ready.”
 
   “Where are they going?” Owen said from the doorway. Everyone turned to look at him as Cooper ended his call. Owen moved his gaze from his dad to Celina. “Can I go too?” he asked her.
 
   “It’s a news conference at FBI headquarters in Los Angeles,” she told him. “Boring stuff for a kid.”
 
   “What’s it about?”
 
   “It’s about a fugitive. A bad man who escaped prison and is hurting people. Your dad and Thomas and I are trying to stop him.”
 
   “Uncle Dyer too?”
 
   “Yes. Uncle Dyer too. A lot of people, FBI, DEA, and some others are all working together to stop the bad guy.”
 
   “The news conference,” Cooper told Owen, “is to let everyone know what this bad guy has done and to warn them to stay away from him and call the police if they see him.”
 
   “I saw his picture on the news last night.” Owen pointed at Celina’s wrist. “He’s the man who hurt you, isn’t he?”
 
   Celina nodded.
 
   “Can kids come to FBI headquarters?”
 
   “No,” Thomas said in unison with Cooper.
 
   The truth was, kids could and did often come to FBI headquarters to the daycare services on the fifth floor while mom or dad worked. Cooper knew if Celina called Dupé, she could get permission to bring Owen, but she wouldn’t do it, even if Cooper wanted her to. 
 
   From the way her eyes avoided his and the set of her lips thinned to a tight line, Cooper knew she was about to leave him, whether he liked it or not.
 
   He definitely did not like it.
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
  
 
   Chapter Thirty-one
 
    
 
   Owen needs a dog, Celina thought. A big-hearted Golden Retriever who would follow the boy around, lie down beside him, and listen to him talk. A silent but kind friend who would give him undivided attention and never send him out of the room or make him feel uncomfortable.
 
   It was easier to think about Owen than her own predicament. Easier to conjure images of Owen and a dog chasing each other in Cooper’s yard, jumping in the pool and sleeping in front of the television. It was easier to imagine Owen burying his face in the soft fur of a lovable dog than to watch Cooper’s stiff posture and damning stare as she climbed into Thomas’s hybrid car. 
 
   It had to end here, with her walking away. Being around her made Cooper and Owen easy targets, and she loved Cooper too much to go on endangering him, endangering his son’s future. She’d known she’d have to leave him, stop their relationship even as she sat on his bed seducing him that morning. 
 
   A desperate sadness welled up inside her. This was it. Taking a deep breath, she straightened her spine, preparing to leave Cooper behind as Thomas started the car. She shut her eyes against the sun, against Cooper’s glare. Deep inside, she wanted him to knock on the window, stop Thomas from pulling away, and beg her to be careful. Anything. A gesture to let her know he loved her.
 
   As the car made its way down the long, sloping drive, there was no knock on her window, no shout telling Thomas to stop. In her mind, Celina called up Owen’s face again, a smile breaking over it as he ran with the imaginary dog through his father’s backyard. He was safe. Cooper was safe. That was all that mattered.
 
    
 
    
 
   “Don’t lose her,” Cooper said to Dyer on his cell phone. He stood in his driveway watching Thomas’s car drive out of sight.
 
   “Of course not,” Dyer replied, his voice edged with impatience. “Did you tell her how you feel?”
 
   Cooper moved the phone away from his mouth, blew out a tight breath. Returned the mouth piece to his lips. “Of course not.”
 
   “Why the hell not?”
 
   “None of your damn business.”
 
   “Jesus, you’re a jackass. You just blew what is probably your only chance to tell her you love her.”
 
   “I don’t—” Cooper stopped himself. Could he honestly say he didn’t love her? 
 
   He could say it, but he’d be blowing smoke. Dyer wouldn’t believe him.
 
   “Save the denial. You’re in love with her and she’ll be going home with Thomas after the news conference. Or maybe she’ll come back here with me. But I guarantee she will not come back to you.”
 
   Cooper squinted at his now empty driveway. “What are you talking about?”
 
   “The table has turned, my friend. Celina now feels responsible for you. She told me she was leaving you because she didn’t want to cause you problems. Not with Melinda. Not with Owen. And especially not with Londano.”
 
   From the moment she’d told Owen no, that he couldn’t come to FBI headquarters, Cooper had known Celina’s intentions. Maybe even before that. In his bedroom, when she’d told him she was going to the news conference…maybe then he knew it. Felt it in his bones. “She can’t possibly believe—”
 
   “Hell, yeah, she does. She believes in you and she believes in happy endings. Only, I think you’ve finally convinced her there will never be a happy ending for you and her.”
 
   “I couldn’t lead her on. We don’t have a future together.”
 
   “Like I said, you’re a jackass.”
 
   “Why is it other people disagree with you, they’re blockheads, but with me, I’m a jackass?”
 
   “Because you are.”
 
   “Anything new on the investigation?”
 
   There was a slight pause as Dyer gave up the inquisition and shifted gears. “Londano’s right-hand man south of the border made an impromptu move last night. Allende’s been on holiday in Cozumel for the past two weeks. He came rushing back home to Mexico City last night.”
 
   “Boss is back in town?”
 
   The clicking of computer keys echoed in the phone. “My guess.”
 
   Cooper kicked a rock. “Think Valquis is with him?”
 
   “Nope. Two lieutenants under one roof. Gets messy.”
 
   Messy. An understatement if ever there was one for what Londano’s men could do to each other. “It’s good if Emilio is out of the country, but is Val still after Celina?”
 
   “Worst-case scenario? Yeah.”
 
   His lungs felt tight. “Don’t lose her, D.”
 
   “Don’t worry. I have a plan.”
 
   “What plan?”
 
   “Everything’s under control. If you weren’t thinking with your dick, you would have already thought of this.”
 
   “I am not,” Cooper protested.
 
   “Look, you’ve been too busy trying to figure out how to keep her from leaving. You forgot to figure out what to do if she did leave.”
 
   He was right and Cooper knew it. Thank God, one of them had their head on straight. “Tell me the plan.”
 
   “The gang’s all here,” Dyer said. “Gotta go.”
 
   “Be careful. Check in hourly.”
 
   “You’re welcome and I love you too.”
 
   Cooper lowered the phone, stood another minute looking at his empty driveway but seeing Celina’s face, eyes closed to him, as she’d rode away in Thomas’s car. He should have told her to be careful. Should have told her to keep her guard up. Should have told her he loved her.
 
   “Dad?”
 
   Owen watched him from the doorway. “What is it, son?”
 
   “How do you know if a girl likes you?” 
 
   Owen’s gaze lowered, suddenly finding the cement beneath his feet interesting. 
 
   Smiling to himself, Cooper caught the boy around the shoulders and directed him back inside the house. “Let’s talk.”
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter Thirty-two
 
    
 
   At Bobby’s house, the drill went fast. Thomas pulled the hybrid into the garage, the door shut. Celina moved from the car to the house under Bobby’s direction, gave her newspaper boy hat to Sara, and watched as the FBI fugitive apprehension agent pulled her hair back in a ponytail and donned the hat, sliding in next to Thomas. The door went up, the hybrid started to back out.
 
   It didn’t go far. A white service van wheeled in and blocked the drive.
 
   Celina’s heart banged hard inside her ribcage. Bobby drew a weapon, moving Celina behind him with his wheelchair at the same time. Thomas shoved the car in drive and jetted back into the garage, the door already coming down.
 
   The commotion was for nothing. Lana and Quarters exited the van, Lana waving her hand at Bobby and raising a brow at his raised weapon.
 
   He lowered the gun, but didn’t put it away. Celina stayed near his chair.
 
   “What are you doing here?” he demanded.
 
   “We had just arrived at Cooper’s house when we saw Thomas take off with Celina.” Lana said. “Dupé wants us to bring her to L.A. for this morning’s conference. But she and Thomas took off before we had a chance to synch up the plan with Cooper.”
 
   Bobby looked nervous. “Let’s get inside.”
 
   They filed into his kitchen, gathering around the table. Lana looked at the group with a weird smile playing over her lips, as if they were children making a big deal out of nothing. “What is with all the cloak and dagger stuff? Emilio and Valquis can’t get back in the country.”
 
   Thomas folded his arms over his chest. “You can’t guarantee that. Londano’s been a step ahead of us every move we make.”
 
   “He’s running for his life right now.” She glanced at Sara. “And you should be joining the manhunt in Mexico, not wasting time and resources on hiding Celina.”
 
   Bobby frowned, setting his jaw. If Sara was annoyed, she didn’t show it. She removed the cap, tightened her ponytail. “My orders are to—”
 
   “Your orders have been changed, Agent Rios.”
 
   At the same moment, Thomas’s cell phone rang, followed by Bobby’s landline. Each man glanced at their displays, then exchanged a guarded look.
 
   Lana smiled. “SCVC taskforce has been ordered to join the manhunt in Mexico. I suggest Agent Thomas and Agent Rios grab their bags and head out.”
 
   God, she was so full of herself. Celina waited for the men to answer their phones and confirm it was true. Each moved to different sides of the room, nodding and “damn”-ing about the news. Sara, who’d also been watching them, checked her phone. It rang in her hand, her dark-eyed gaze rising to meet Celina’s as if to say she was sorry. She excused herself from the room to take the call, and finally, it was Lana and Celina facing off across the table. Quarters hovered near the back door.
 
   At the sink, Bobby cursed under his breath. “Eliza can pick up Owen on her way home from her friend’s, Coop…nah, it’s okay. She won’t mind.”
 
   A nervous humming started low in Celina’s stomach. Cooper was leaving too? Well, of course. The Beast had to lead the team, and if the team and Sara were all in Mexico, she was a sitting duck. 
 
   In actuality, what Lana claimed might be true. Emilio and Valquis might be too busy running for their lives to come after her, but Emilio had friends and minions everywhere. One call and another assassin could be on Celina’s trail. Maybe one already was. 
 
    “We should get moving.” Lana said. “Wouldn’t want you to be late for your press conference.”
 
   “You’re taking me?”
 
   Sara filed by, raising a hand in a small wave. “I’m wanted in San Fernando. There’s been a spotting.” She shot a cold glance at Lana, a warmer one at Celina. “Call or text if you need anything.”
 
   Celina tried to control her nerves, now buzzing like bees. “I will. Be careful.”
 
   Thomas hung up and tucked his phone away, looking pained at leaving her. Bobby disconnected his call with Cooper and shook his head.
 
   “I’ll be all right,” she said to all of them. None of them believed her. She straightened her back. “I’m not a rookie any more, and you can’t guard me for the rest of my life. I can handle this.”
 
   A minute later, Thomas and Sara were gone. Bobby pulled her aside. “You don’t have to leave with that bitch. You can stay here with me.”
 
    “And put you and Eliza in danger?” Celina patted his arm. “Thank you, but no. I have to do the press conference in L.A. and see what happens.”
 
   “Cooper doesn’t like it.”
 
   “Cooper doesn’t like anything.”
 
   He started to say something, stopped and shook his head again. “I don’t like it either.”
 
   Lana interrupted, tapping the expensive watch on her wrist. “Tic toc, Agent Davenport. Time to move.”
 
   Leaving Bobby with a hug and a promise to be safe, Celina climbed into the back of the van. The second row seats were utilitarian bucket seats, the windows blacked out. She wondered why Cooper hadn’t called her to tell her about the change in plans. She got why he’d called Bobby, but it would have been nice to hear the news straight from Cooper’s mouth. To hear his voice, period. She could call him, of course. But it didn’t feel right. Not after the way he’d glared at her when she was leaving his place. Besides, he’d be busy preparing to leave for Mexico.
 
   Fighting off the bitterness that threatened, Celina buckled her seat belt and ignored the covert glances Lana shot at her from the passenger seat as they backed out of the drive. Closing her eyes, she recalled Cooper’s face that morning in his bedroom. Felt his lips on hers. Remembered the paths his hands had taken. How gentle his touch had been.
 
   A smile curved her lips and she held those memories close as the van picked up speed.
 
   This is it. No more Miss Nice Guy.
 
   Slipping her good hand under her jacket, she fingered her gun in its holster against her ribcage. It was in the wrong spot for her left hand, but at least she was armed. 
 
   Armed or not, she didn’t need Cooper or the SCVC team to protect her. She would go to L.A., do the press conference, and see what resulted with Londano. Lana may have been a bitch, but she was right. Emilio and Valquis were on the run in Mexico. And if they weren’t? She was ready for them. 
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter Thirty-three
 
    
 
   Cooper didn’t like distractions. Wild goose chases even less. SCVC’s latest orders seemed like both.
 
   A targeted manhunt was only successful when the perp was known to be in a certain area. Londano was in Mexico, but where in Mexico? The agents already down there were working with the media and local law enforcement to find a trail – any trail – of Emilio and Valquis. So far, they’d had a dozen different reports sighting one or the other. None in the same location and all from the public. Respectable citizens doing their job to stop a couple of no-good lowlifes. 
 
   Except Cooper knew these “respectable citizens” from Tijuana to Mexico City were phoning in reports to throw the Feds off the real trail. Probably every one of them was on Londano’s payroll or had been terrorized by his henchmen. 
 
   Sending the entire team down there was pointless until someone had an actual lead, but that’s exactly what he’d been ordered to do. Take his team off protection duty and put them on a plane headed south.
 
   Leaving Celina in Lana’s hands sat like day old chilies in his stomach. Dupé would listen to none of Cooper’s concerns, however. The old man insisted Celina was in capable hands, perfectly safe without the SCVC agents playing bodyguards, and they would proceed with the press conference. One way or the other, the FBI would nail Londano in the next twenty-four hours.
 
   Cooper’s gut niggled with doubt. In his career, there had been plenty of wild goose chases, but this one felt more and more like a distraction. Who was pulling the strings on this? Lana? Dupé? Someone higher up? 
 
   Cooper had called five different contacts looking for more info and came up dry. The big wheels in the FBI and DEA were keeping details close to their vests. It smacked of Lana setting up a game behind the scenes, insinuating in the process that someone on his team was leaking information. Back at the hospital, Sara had insinuated the same, but then they’d found the tracking device. He knew his team and knew none of them would betray a fellow agent. But Lana would love nothing better than to prove Cooper was ineffective at his job, and she’d probably do anything to make herself the hero.
 
   He glanced at the clock beside his bed as he shoved a pair of shorts in his open duffel bag. His plane left in forty minutes and a driver was waiting outside to speed him off to the airport. Even if they left this second, they wouldn’t make it in time. But Dupé, or whoever, would make the plane wait. 
 
   Instead of finishing his packing, he dialed Dyer again. The man answered on the first ring. “You were right,” Cooper said. “Don’t let her leave until I get there. I need to talk to her.”
 
   “I’m always right, you moron.” Cooper heard the whine of the electric wheelchair in the background. “And you’re too late. Lana and her henchman swooped in and grabbed her before I could put my plan in play.”
 
   “Shit.” Cooper looked up at the ceiling. This day, like the previous ones leading up to it, had gone to hell so fast his head swam. He’d screwed up with Celina and Owen both, shuffling the kid off on Eliza as soon as word came down about the Mexico manhunt. The boy’s eyes had filled with disappointment and hurt…the same look Celina had given him before Thomas had whisked her off. “Tell me you got a tracking device on Lana’s car.” 
 
   “Why? What’s going on?”
 
   “I gotta a bad feeling about what Lana’s up to. I’m going to follow her.”
 
   Computer keys clicked. “Already ahead of you. Lana’s too good for me to sneak a tracking device onto her vehicle, but I got the license plate, make, and model of the van she and Quarters were driving. I’m tracing it via traffic cams right now. I lost them outside of Carlsbad, but picked them up again in Oceanside. Once they hit the freeway alongside Pendleton, I’ll lose them until the webcam in San Clemente.”
 
   “What about Pendleton’s security cameras?”
 
   “Sure, no problem. I’ll just break into Pendleton’s secure server and access their cameras along the freeway perimeter, and this time tomorrow, you’ll be visiting me in prison.”
 
   “I’ll bail you out.”
 
   “Comforting. You know they only have a few cameras, and those are at the access points to the grounds. They won’t pick up much freeway traffic. You need satellite surveillance images.”
 
   “Can you get those?”
 
   “Not in the time frame we’re dealing with. It would take hours for me to hack a government satellite.”
 
   Cooper glanced at the clock again. “I’ll catch up with Celina eventually, but do what you can to keep eyes on that vehicle.”
 
   “I’ll send the picture I snapped of it in the driveway to your phone.”
 
   “Roger that. I’ll check in with you in half an hour or so.”
 
   “You got it.”
 
   They disconnected. Cooper thought about telling the rookie Fed outside waiting for him to take off, but explaining why he wasn’t going to the airport would only start an avalanche of trouble. The rookie would call his boss, who would call Cooper’s boss, and the shit would hit the fan. Arguing would take too much time and he was flat out of that.
 
   Quietly exiting the house from a side door, he stole around back, uncovered his Yamaha motorcycle, and eased her into the alley before he hopped on, gunned the motor, and took off for L.A.
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter Thirty-four
 
    
 
   Celina woke with a start, her head canted to the left, and a crick in her neck. Her temples pounded. How had she let herself fall asleep?
 
   Too many days with not enough sleep had finally caught up with her. She rubbed her eyes as the van left the freeway and now bumped over sand dunes, coming to a stop behind a grove of scraggly trees where a red pickup truck waited. 
 
   “You sure the Marines won’t use us for target practice?” Quarters asked Lana, amusement in his voice.
 
   Lana glanced at the red truck. “I cleared it with them.”
 
   The overhead sun reflected off the truck’s back window, a sharp glare that hurt Celina’s eyes and blinded her from seeing the driver. “What’s going on?” she asked, sitting forward and squinting.
 
   “Vehicle switch.” Lana unbuckled and reached for the gun holstered under her jacket. She looked over her shoulder at Celina. “Security measure. I asked Agent Someran to meet us here for a quick exchange.”
 
   A man stepped out of the truck. Head down, he walked toward them, a cap on his head, boots on his feet. A sudden gust of wind made him grab his cap to keep it from blowing away.
 
   “Gonna be a tight squeeze with three of us in a pickup.” Quarters shifted the van into park. “Wouldn’t the Bureau spring for something bigger?”
 
   Lana laughed, incredulous. “I won’t be riding in that thing.”
 
   Someran approached and Quarters hit the button to roll down his window. “You’re not going with us to L.A.?”
 
   “Oh, I’m going to L.A., but you’re not.”
 
   Quarters unbuckled and turned slightly toward her. “Why not?”
 
   Someran was at the driver’s side window. Celina caught site of his jawline, nose, and thin lips as he raised his gaze to Quarters’.
 
   Valquis. “Look out!” she yelled as Valquis pointed a large black gun at Quarters’ head.
 
   Celina lunged, shoving Quarters forward just as the gun went off. The noise was deafening; the bullet ripped across the backside of Quarters’ skull, spraying Celina, Lana, and the car with blood. His forehead hit the steering wheel and he went limp. Lana’s gun came up and another earsplitting sound erupted, causing Celina to flinch back.
 
   But Lana didn’t shoot Valquis. She shot the dashboard.
 
   Valquis had disappeared. Celina dropped to the floor in the back of the van, scrambling for the door. There was nowhere to run, except open desert and the freeway. She’d be easy pickings. But, better out there where she had a chance, than trapped inside the van.
 
   In the back of her mind, she knew Lana had misfired. She’d meant to hit Valquis, missed because of the tight quarters and shock.
 
   Or had she?
 
   Didn’t matter. Celina had to get out.
 
   Grabbing the door handle, she jerked hard. Nothing happened. It was locked.
 
   Reaching back, she tried the other handle. Valquis was on that side, but she yanked it anyway. It moved loosely in her hand but didn’t open the door.
 
   Lana tsked from the front seat. Celina glanced up and saw the section chief looking down at her, wiping blood off her face with a tissue. “Child locks. Handy little things when keeping a troublemaker inside the car.”
 
   Oh, god. What the hell was she doing? Celina darted a glance at the driver’s side window, out the front of the windshield, and at the passenger window. No Valquis. She fumbled to unbutton her holster. “Where did he go?”
 
   Lana waved the tissue at the blacked out rear windows and raised her voice, seeming to want him to hear. “He’s outside waiting for you.” Then she smiled and lowered her voice to barely above a whisper, “He thinks we’re working together.”
 
   What? Celina’s ears rang from the gunshots. Surely, she hadn’t heard Lana correctly. She got the holster unbuttoned, but couldn’t get the gun out. She needed to remove her jacket.
 
   Lana’s eyes had a scary brightness to them. Her smile was downright deranged. Celina scooted back between the second row’s bucket seats, putting distance between herself and Lana’s gun. “What have you done?” she whispered back.
 
   Lana used the end of her gun to point at her chest. “I flushed him out. Me! Using you as bait. He thinks I’m going to hand you over to him.”
 
   In a flash, everything became clear. “You’re the leak.”
 
   Lana shook her head. “No, unfortunately, I’m not, but I thought the idea was a good one. Work with the enemy to draw him out.” She grinned like they were in agreement about her plan. “Perfect.”
 
   “Are you kidding me?”
 
   Lana shushed her. “Just climb out of the van and do what he says.”
 
   “You think you can take on Valquis alone? You’re crazy.”
 
   “Not crazy.” She tapped her temple with the gun. “Smart. I’m taking this monster down and you’re going to”—
 
   The bullet came out of nowhere, shattering the passenger window, and hitting Lana in the back. She bent forward, a startled expression on her face, pausing for a split second before her eyes rolled up in her head, and she pitched forward. Her gun landed at Celina’s feet.
 
   Valquis’ face appeared in the empty window, his thin lips parting in an evil grin. “Hola, chica. Miss me? Ah, I know you did. We’re going to get reacquainted soon. Take a little drive to see Emilio.”
 
   “I don’t think so,” Celina said and dived for Lana’s gun.
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter Thirty-five
 
    
 
   Lana’s gun was unfamiliar, but the adrenaline pumping in her veins didn’t care. Gun, hand, trigger.
 
   Good thing she could shoot with either hand. Bad thing, the safety was on. 
 
   Flicking off the safety, she scrambled behind the second row seats, raised the gun, and fired at the window.
 
   As always, Valquis was a step ahead of her. Her shot hit nothing, flying out the window and into the desert.
 
   Celina resumed her cover behind the seat. Valquis wouldn’t shoot her. Hurt her, yes, but she was sure his orders were to take her to Emilio. Shooting her would be too messy. He’d smack her around, knock her out, tie her up. Easier to transport.
 
   Trapped in a van. A killer outside. No one knew where she was.
 
   Call Cooper.
 
   Retrieving her phone, however, would mean putting down the gun. No way was she doing that.
 
   “Come on, chica. Don’t make this harder than it has to be.”
 
   Valquis’ voice came from the area around the rear right panel of the van. He was taunting her. He couldn’t see in, but if she squinted, she could make out his form through the dark windows.
 
   She raised the gun, aimed.
 
   The shadow moved, disappeared.
 
   Keeping the gun trained on the general vicinity of the rear windows, she used her bandaged hand to grope for her phone. Her wrist was immovable, but her fingers landed on the cool plastic of the cover and she breathed a sigh of relief. The damn wrist splint limited her hand’s ability to grip anything, though, and the phone slipped through her hand and dropped to the floor of the van. 
 
   The air in the van was hot and sticky. Sweat trickled between her breasts. Distant car noises drifted in through the open window. Camp Pendleton seemed like the ideal place to find help, but the base covered over a hundred-thousand acres of Southern California terrain. Acres of nothing but desert, scrub trees, and hot sunshine beating down on her.
 
   The freeway and its traffic was a better bet. If she could get to the freeway, she could get help.
 
   Or I can end this. Right here, right now. 
 
   Making up her mind, she firmed her hold on the gun. “I’m coming out!” she yelled. “Don’t shoot.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Cooper gunned the bike on the freeway, didn’t slow down through Oceanside, weaving in and out of cars, scaring pedestrians and picking up a patrol car in the process. He had to get to Celina. Never should have let her leave his house without him.
 
   Another patrol car joined the chase, but after a minute, Cooper realized they weren’t trying to pull him over, just keep up with him. Dyer had come through, no doubt, calling the locals for backup in case Cooper needed them.
 
   He hoped he didn’t. He hoped he’d have to apologize and get his ass kicked by Kipfer and Dupé for causing trouble. He hoped he was totally wrong about Lana.
 
   When had he ever been wrong about her?
 
   Swearing into the wind, he revved the motorcycle’s engine even harder.
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter Thirty-six
 
    
 
   The side van door would slide open; the back ones would swing outward. Choices, choices. 
 
   Celina slid over to the back double doors. If she could make a claw with her injured hand, she could ease it open without having to lower her gun…
 
   “Throw out your gun first, chica,” Valquis commanded.
 
   What would he do if she didn’t comply? If she just stepped out, gun in hand, and confronted him face-to-face?
 
   She jerked on the handle, ready to do just that. The door wouldn’t budge.
 
   Damn. The child locks.
 
   “I’m unlocking the doors,” she called out. “The child locks are on.”
 
   No reply. Celina picked her way to the front, checked for pulses on Lana and Quarters. Both were weak, but there. She shrugged off her jacket, padded Lana’s bleeding chest. There was nothing she could do for Quarters without more time.
 
   She didn’t have time. Maneuvering her arm over the front seat, she hit the unlock button. A soft click resonated through the interior. Glancing down, she closed her eyes against the sight of Quarters’ bloody head. His body still leaned against the steering wheel, arms down at his sides.
 
   Wiping sweat from her forehead with her arm, she glanced out the front and side windows, keeping an eye out for Valquis. She spotted part of him in the side view mirror on the passenger side. He stood, waiting, every muscle tense, but confidence radiating off of him. He knew he had her.
 
   Keeping her eye on him, she laid down Lana’s gun, removed her holster, and laid it on the floor. Taking her gun, she stuck it in the waistband of her pants at the small of her back. Then she dug out her phone.
 
   Valquis stepped closer to the van, raised his gun. “Ándale! Get out here.”
 
   His gaze caught hers in the side mirror. Celina froze, letting the phone slip back into her pants pocket. Her holster and Lana’s gun still lay on the floor at her feet. He couldn’t see it, so she kept her eyes steady on his as she covertly used her foot to slide the gun backwards and out of sight in case he came to the window. “I can’t get through the dead bodies, thanks to you. I’m coming out the back.”
 
   Without waiting for a reply, she slid into the darkened interior, grabbing Lana’s gun and feeling the solid weight of her own weapon in her waistband.
 
   Easing one of the back doors open, she held out Lana’s gun, then dropped it to the ground. “I’m unarmed.”
 
   He lowered his weapon, motioned at her to come out.
 
   She opened the door the rest of the way, climbed out with her hands in the air. The sun hit her with its hot glare. The air shimmered with mid-day heat.
 
   Valquis smiled. “That wasn’t so hard, was it?” He pointed the black barrel of his gun at her, motioned for her to walk. “Move.”
 
   She had to make her stand here. If she turned her back on him, he’d see the hidden weapon. If he got her in that truck, she was dead.
 
   “I’m not going anywhere with you.”
 
   He came at her like a tiger pouncing on a gazelle. He shoved her against the second van door, still closed, and put his face in hers. She let him think he had the upper hand, allowing him to press his body against hers. His smelled like day-old body odor and his breath reeked. “Always so cocky. I will cut that out of you.”
 
   God, that smell. Don’t throw up, don’t throw up… “You can try.”
 
   Her challenge only made him grin. “We are going to have lots of fun together.”
 
   “You can’t hurt me. Emilio ordered you to bring me to him, didn’t he? You stashed him well. He’s not in Mexico, either, I bet. He’s here. Somewhere close.”
 
   “He’s nearby. Where do you think a man like him would hideout? He’s still head of the cartel, still has deals to make with his friends. Mexico has some nice getaways, but America is his home.”
 
   His home. Celina had been to the Londano estates several times during the undercover op. The government had confiscated that house and property, but Valquis was right. Emilio had a lifestyle to maintain, expectations he wanted fulfilled. Where would he find a place similar to his own house?
 
   She needed more info. “Why go to all this trouble to get revenge on me?”
 
   Valquis snorted. “You put him in prison, chica. Cut into his very profitable business dealings and cost him dearly. If he doesn’t make you an example, he will be a laughing stock. Others will try to hold it over his head that he was bested by a pretty woman. His street status used to exalt him over everyone. He needs to restore that.”
 
   “Getting revenge on me won’t restore his street cred.”
 
   “You don’t give yourself enough credit.” Valquis ran a finger down her cheek, pinched it. “I am very much looking forward to making you an example.”
 
   The threat should have put the fear of God in her. But she would never let it get to that point. “I look forward to it. I’d rather have you than Emilio, so why don’t we blow him off and go our own way? Together. Partners. I’m tired of the FBI game.”
 
   The odd statement threw him off. He hesitated. “What?”
 
   It would be great if the cavalry came right now. A jeep full of Marines, investigating the cars and the gunshots, racing in with guns raised and dust flying. The spot they were in was too far from the main base, though. No one would have heard the shots, and gunshots and explosions were hourly occurrences around a military base. No one would investigate a few measly handgun pops.
 
   All she wanted to do was put as much space as possible between her and Valquis, but Cooper had taught her to charge forward in situations like this, rather than rearing back. She shifted her hands and lightly placed them on Valquis’ chest. “You. I’ve always wanted to be with you. I like it rough, you know.”
 
   He believed her for half a second, but half a second was all she needed. In one fluid movement, she slid her hands down to his waist, pulled him in hard, and at the same time, jammed her knee up toward his balls.
 
   Valquis hadn’t become Emilio’s second in command by being an easy target. A split-second before her knee connected, he shifted, and her knee merely grazed his precious parts, slamming instead into the inside of his thigh.
 
   He shoved her hard, but she hung onto him, keeping him off balance. They both fell to the ground, Celina kicking his shin with the heel of her shoe. He grabbed her by the ponytail, yanked her head back. She slammed a fist into his nose, felt bone snap underneath it.
 
   He grunted and rolled away, striking her head with the butt of the gun. Pain exploded behind her eyes and her vision blurred. Gaining his feet, he kicked her in the ribs, lifting her body from the ground with the effort. She landed against the wheel of the van.
 
   Although her ears rang, Celina heard the sound of a motorcycle. No surprise, since the freeway was only a few hundred feet away. The thing that caught her attention was that the sound was growing louder, the cycle coming closer. Had someone seen them? Was an innocent bystander coming to help her?
 
   Valquis would kill whoever it was. She knew it. No way was she letting one more person die at his hands.
 
   He was getting ready to kick her again when the motorcycle did indeed roar around the stand of trees and fishtail to a stop a few yards away. Valquis stopped in mid-kick and turned. Celina caught a brief glance of the man on the bike and sucked in a breath. Cooper?
 
   Hot damn. The cavalry’s here. 
 
   Her vision swam, creating three of Valquis as she sat up, but her hand was steady, finding the butt of her gun in her waistband and yanking it free.
 
   “I’ve got…” she called to Cooper, feeling sick again. This, she finished mentally.
 
   Cooper yelled something that was lost in the sound of a dozen sirens as a squadron of police cars arrived, lights flashing and sirens blaring. Valquis crouched, running for the truck and raising his weapon to fire on Cooper. 
 
   Focusing on the middle version of his crouched and running form, Celina popped the trigger…once, twice, three times.
 
   All three versions of her target arched in unison, staggered, and fell.
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter Thirty-seven
 
    
 
   “Celina!”
 
   Cooper’s heart slammed against his ribcage so hard he thought he might be having a heart attack. After nailing Val, Celina had slumped sideways. Her eyelids drooped, her hand released the gun. She was too pale and sweating profusely.
 
   He knew Val was dead without checking for a pulse. His fiery rookie had shot the man three times in the center of his back. The coroner would find his heart and lungs shredded from her accuracy.
 
   Cooper lifted her from the hot, sandy ground and moved her to a shady spot under the trees. As the cops Dyer had alerted went to work securing the body, reporting the crime, and checking for survivors in the vehicles, he eased her down to the ground and checked her for fresh injuries. 
 
   There was a slight swelling on the side of her head. Nothing else he could visibly see. One of the cops handed him a bottled water and told him they’d found bodies in the van. Both had sustained gunshot wounds. Both were still alive. Barely, but there was hope. Cooper told him who they were as an ambulance siren sounded in the distance.
 
   “Celina.” He gently patted her cheek. “Wake up, sweetheart, and drink some water.”
 
   Her eyelids fluttered open. Her brown eyes slowly focused on him. He cradled her head and she sipped some of the water he offered. 
 
   “Did I get him?” she asked.
 
   “Bull’s-eye to the back.”
 
   She sat up fully, whisked a few strands of hair away from her eyes. It seemed to take her a minute to find her balance. “Where’s the gun?”
 
   “It’s been confiscated by the police for evidence. Why?”
 
   Locking onto Valquis’ body, she leveraged herself to a standing position using the nearest tree trunk. “Give me your gun.”
 
   “For what?”
 
   “I’m going to shoot him again.”
 
   She was delusional from the heat. “He’s dead, sweetheart. You don’t need to shoot him again.”
 
   “I want to shoot him again. A bullet for everyone he killed or hurt.” She held out her hand, wiggled her fingers. “Give me your damn gun.”
 
   Not delusional. Just vengeful. 
 
   He liked it. “You need medical care, and the cops need a statement.”
 
   “Screw that. I owe him.”
 
   “Save that anger for Emilio. He’s still on the run.”
 
   That got her. Her gaze swung to his. “Then let’s go get him.”
 
   “We can head for Mexico after you see a doctor.”
 
   “Emilio’s not in Mexico.”
 
   Cooper checked her pupils to make sure her head injury wasn’t messing with her logic. They looked normal, her eyes simply determined. “Then where is he?”
 
   She headed for the bike before he finished speaking, staggering slightly. “Right under our noses.”
 
   One of the wet-behind-the-ears cops rushed over to her with a fresh bottle of water and a healthy stare. She waved off the water, and patted his cheek. “No, thanks.”
 
   He looked flustered and Cooper shook his head and sent the guy away. “Did Val tell you where Emilio was hiding out?”
 
   “Londano’s house in the hills is still vacant, isn’t it?”
 
   “Yeah.” Cooper wasn’t following. “As far as I know, nothing was done to it after he went to prison. Too much red tape tying things up. Everyone from the FBI to Homeland and the Mexican Federales want their cut, so it’s sitting empty while the courts figure out who gets what. Why?”
 
   “Something Valquis said. The way Emilio lives – what he needs to live and operate his enterprise. His house fits the bill in a way nothing else can. It was specially designed for him. Lana may have even known he was there. She made a deal with Valquis to draw him out. That’s how he knew to meet us here.” She sighed heavily. “And that deal cost her her life.”
 
   “She’s not dead. Not yet, anyway.”
 
   A look of surprise mixed with relief flashed over Celina’s features. “Quarters?”
 
   “Still breathing. Ambulance is on its way.”
 
   “Lana wanted to be the hero. She thought she could blackmail Valquis and save the day. Think about it, Cooper. This type of score would have catapulted her career into the stratosphere.”
 
   He stared at her for a moment, pulled out his cell and speed-dialed Dyer. 
 
   “You catch up with her?” Dyer said by way of greeting.
 
   “Everything’s cool. She killed Valquis.”
 
   “No shit. Really? How’s she holding up?”
 
   “Time will tell. I need you to assemble the team and send them to Londano’s house in San Diego.”
 
   “He doesn’t have a house anymore.”
 
   “His former place. The one the Feds confiscated. Celina thinks he may have holed up there.”
 
   “Nah. Lana had it under surveillance. We would have known if he tried to move back in. He’s still in Mexico.”
 
   “Like Val was? I’m looking at Val’s dead body right now. Everything points to Emilio being here too.”
 
   “Put an extra round in Val for me. Make sure he’s good and dead.”
 
   Celina was quiet, staring at the cops administering basic emergency care to Lana and Quarters. Her eyes were flat, her arms crossed tightly over her chest as if holding herself together. 
 
   “Lana was running her own game behind the scenes,” he told Dyer. “Which may have involved cutting deals with Emilio and Valquis. Celina and I are heading to the house now. Send the rest of the team.”
 
   “The team is off to Mexico, remember? I’m all you’ve got.”
 
   Damn. He’d forgotten about the manhunt. The wild goose chase. It had been one damn good distraction after all. “Lana sent everyone to Mexico while she stayed here to capture Valquis and Emilio.” He shook his head. “Damn woman. I knew she was ambitious, but this takes the cake.”
 
   “I’ll call Dupé. Some of his other agents can meet you at Londano’s.”
 
   “No. No FBI. I don’t know who we can trust at this point. Sounds like Lana was working alone, but we still may have a leak in the ranks. Word goes out we know where Londano’s hiding, and he’s in the wind again.”
 
   “If he’s even there.”
 
   “Yeah, if. It’s our best lead, though.”
 
   “You shouldn’t go alone.”
 
   “We’ll recon the place to start. I see anything suspicious, I’ll call Kipfer or Dupé.”
 
   “I don’t like it.”
 
   Seemed like they were both saying that a lot these days. 
 
   He didn’t like it either. Taking Celina to Londano’s was poor protocol. Not calling for backup was as asinine as Lana cutting a deal with Valquis. The whole situation went against his training and experience, but what choice did he have? He needed to follow Celina’s instincts. She hadn’t been wrong yet. “I’ll check in as soon as I have something to report.”
 
   He disconnected and climbed on the bike, ignoring the shouts from the lead police officer. “Hold on,” he told her over the noise as he gunned the engine.
 
   Her arms went around his waist. For the first time in a long while, breaking protocol felt right. Like it had in Des Moines. In fact, nothing in his world felt more right at that moment than her hands wrapped securely around him as she sat on the back of his bike.
 
   Leaving the scene in a hail of dust, he took off for San Diego.
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter Thirty-eight
 
    
 
   “How many fingers am I holding up?” Cooper yelled at her over the roar of the motorcycle as they zoomed down the freeway.
 
   Celina leaned her head against his strong back. “Two, and I’m fine.”
 
   Her ribs hurt. Her head throbbed. The vibration of the bike echoed loudly in her ears. 
 
   But it also soothed her tired body. Or maybe it was Cooper’s presence. Even though they flew through the Southern California afternoon at eighty miles an hour, weaving around traffic and heading for the one place she was scared to go, he was a rock to hold onto. The one solid thing in her life.
 
   Tucking in even closer, she closed her eyes and held on tight.
 
   The drive that should have taken them an hour only took forty minutes. Cooper parked the bike at the bottom of the hill where Emilio’s estate loomed over them. He took out binoculars and scanned the area. 
 
   Emilio’s house, an elegant gated Spanish number, had an elevated view of Coastal San Diego. Over seven thousand square feet with five bedrooms, six baths, a theatre, and wine cellar, it also contained an underground firing range and weapons room. 
 
   Although the house had sat empty for the past year, from what Celina could see, the grounds had been cared for, groomed. The house didn’t have the distinctive air of abandonment.
 
   She shivered. A storm was moving in from the west, darkening the ocean. The temperature had dropped and a gusty wind teased her hair. “Anything?” she said, rubbing her arms.
 
   “Nada. If he is here, he’s laying low.”
 
   No surprise. If Emilio was hiding, he wouldn’t exactly be flaunting it. “We need to get closer.”
 
   “I’ll take a walk around the perimeter. You stay here.”
 
   “There are a dozen or more security cameras. He’ll see you.”
 
   Cooper handed her the binoculars. “I know where they are. I’ll avoid them.”
 
   She started to argue, saw the set of his jaw and knew it would be pointless. “I can’t just stand here and do nothing.”
 
   He patted her shoulder. “You’re the backup this round, rookie. You see anything funny, call it in. Otherwise, stay out of sight in case Londano is hanging around.” He handed her his weapon – hers had been confiscated at the crime scene with Valquis. “Shoot first, ask questions later.”
 
   “I’m shocked you’d consider leaving me alone.”
 
   “Val was our biggest threat and you handled him like a pro.”
 
   There was more to it than that. She could see it in his eyes. “And you don’t believe Emilio is here.”
 
   He looked away without answering. The argument burning her tongue came out, but before she could say anything, Cooper grabbed her and drew her to him. His lips shut off her complaint with firm, warm kisses. 
 
   She melted against his strong body. The kiss deepened, wet and hot. She no longer felt any pain, had no fear of the coming moments. All she could feel was Cooper’s powerful hands holding her up, his warm, urgent lips caressing hers.
 
   “I’m sorry,” he murmured against her lips. “About this morning. About everything.”
 
   “Shh,” she murmured back. “We’re together now. After we nail this guy, you’ll have years and years to make this up to me.”
 
   “Years, huh?”
 
   “Decades.”
 
   “You’re going to put up with me for decades?”
 
   “That’s what you do when you love someone.”
 
   Love. It scared him. She could see it in his eyes. But she wasn’t letting him off the hook. “Just admit it. You love me too.”
 
   The fear left his eyes. He chuckled. “You ever do anything half-assed?”
 
   “No, and neither do you, remember? So stop finding excuses not to be with me, and accept the fact I’m sticking around, Beast.”
 
   He kissed her again, and held her tight for long moments, trailing his hands up her spine, down to cup her ass, pulling her into his groin where a serious erection had grown.
 
   Celina chuckled. “My, my, you’re breaking a lot of rules today, Agent Harris.”
 
   “Yes, I am.” He cupped one of her breasts through her shirt. “And it’s all your fault.”
 
   “I’m a bad influence?”
 
   “The baddest. But if we don’t nail Londano, all this rule-breaking will be for nothing.”
 
   In other words, they had a job to do. So even though they wanted to continue their make-out session, it would have to wait.
 
   Celina wished they had comm units to keep in touch. She waved her phone in front of him. “Text me every few minutes, okay?”
 
   He nodded, and with one final kiss, he slunk off into some overgrown shrubbery ringing the gated estate.
 
   Celina sighed and watched him go. Then she tucked herself out of sight from the road and the house. Her head felt better, although the lump Val had given her courtesy of his gun was sensitive to the touch. Her ribs were the same. Maybe it was the adrenaline pumping through her body from Cooper’s kisses, but all in all, she felt stronger, ready for what was about to happen.
 
   Cooper may not believe Emilio’s here, but I do.
 
   As the minutes wore on, the adrenaline faded. Restlessness set in. No word came from Cooper and anxiety flooded her system. She didn’t hear any sounds from the house or the grounds, but it was a huge place that had sat empty for a long time. Maybe Cooper was right and it still was empty.
 
   She got up, paced, snatched up the binoculars, and scanned what she could see of the area. Nothing moved except palm trees blowing in the wind.
 
   Another five minute passed. Fumbling with her phone, she texted Cooper. 
 
   No reply.
 
   Fumbling with it some more, she managed to call Bobby. “Cooper’s gone to reconnoiter the place, but he hasn’t checked in for twenty minutes. I haven’t heard any shouts or gunfire, but I’m worried. If no one was here, why isn’t he back?”
 
   Bobby said some curse words under his breath. “I’m calling in backup.”
 
   “What should I do?”
 
   “Sit tight.”
 
   He hung up.
 
   Sit tight? Hell with that. Just because she hadn’t heard sounds of a struggle or fight didn’t mean Cooper wasn’t lying in a pool of blood or knocked unconscious.
 
   Lightning flashed over the water, the storm moved closer. Thunder boomed, its echo ringing down the hill. She tried Cooper’s phone again, calling this time. The call went directly to voice mail.
 
   If Emilio was indeed here, the only way to end this was to face him head on. Emerging from her hiding spot, she climbed the hill, heading for the front gate. There she rang the bell. If nothing else, she could distract Emilio from whatever he might be doing to Cooper.
 
   The house sat quiet, the large windows empty. No one answered her summons, and soon she started tapping her foot and ringing the buzzer over and over again.
 
   Nothing happened. Frustration took over. She tried the gates but they were locked. The only way in was up and over.
 
   She was strong but not strong enough to haul herself up the ten-feet of iron gate with only one hand. Still, she gave it a try, only to land with her butt on the ground.
 
   The clouds overhead began dropping rain. Standing up, she dusted herself off, and tried to remember the backyard area. More gates, a pool and a large patio. But maybe she could find an easier way in, a service entrance or something. Maybe even find Cooper was safe and sound and simply on his way back to tell her Emilio wasn’t there.
 
   A crash of thunder rumbled over the hills. Celina headed off the way Cooper had disappeared, fighting off the tangle of shrubs and bushes just as the storm finally cut loose.
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter Thirty-nine
 
    
 
   The backyard was equipped for hosting large parties. A private courtyard looked out over the hills and olive trees. The patio stretched for yards on either side of the main house, an infinity pool looking out over the water to the west. Two large stone fireplaces and an outdoor kitchen flanked the east. As Celina snuck around the outside gate, she saw a man sitting under the covered terrace in a chair facing the hills. He was spinning a golf club in mindless circles in his hand. Emilio.
 
   “Welcome,” he said without turning to look at her. “I’ve been waiting for you.”
 
   Of course he had. Smart ass. Well, she could smart-ass, too. “I rang the bell. Why didn’t you answer?”
 
   He stood slowly, stretching, and keeping his back to her as he watched the rain pour down. He was dressed in an expensive suit and his favorite pair of Gucci shoes – the same ones he’d worn the night she’d arrested him. 
 
   He appeared unarmed, except for the golf club – a prized driver he’d had imported from Ireland while she was ‘dating’ him. “I was otherwise preoccupied. Practicing my swing, you see. Prison doesn’t allow for such luxuries.”
 
   “And here I figured you were waiting for Valquis to return with me in tow.”
 
   “I assumed he would be with you.” Finally, he faced her, letting his eyes scan the area behind her and to each side. Looking for his second-in-command, or perhaps he thought she’d brought other agents?
 
   As usual, he sported a goatee and a confident smirk. “But it seems you have escaped my lieutenant.”
 
   “I did more than escape him,” she said through the iron bars of the gate. “I shot him three times in the back, just like he deserved. He’s dead.”
 
   Emilio’s dark eyebrows rose half an inch. “You’re lying.”
 
   Celina raised her hands and motioned around them. “Do you see him anywhere?”
 
   There was a moment of silence. “And now you’ve come for me?”
 
   Where was Cooper? She prayed he wasn’t on the other side of the compound. Charge forward and do the unexpected. Keep him off guard. “I’ve come to surrender.”
 
   “Surrender?” he laughed.
 
   His whole pursuit had been psychological. Like a commander of an army, he’d done the strategizing and sent his soldier, Valquis, to do the physical dirty work and terrorize her. Now it was her turn to get into his psyche. 
 
   Play the part. She gripped the bars, rested her forehead against them. Took a deep breath and sighed as if in resignation. Why not give him what he’d wanted all along – to destroy her life, like she’d done to him?
 
    “You’ve taken everything from me, Emilio. Hurt and killed people I care about. I can’t do it anymore. I don’t want anyone else to be hurt because of me. I just want this over, so I’m here, alone. To surrender.”
 
   He stayed put, eyeing her with suspicion. He wouldn’t take the bait. 
 
   She held his gaze, forcing herself to appear sincere.
 
   Still he didn’t react. Didn’t say a word. Testing her. 
 
   The predator waiting for his prey to make the next move so he could pounce. Waiting…waiting…waiting…
 
   Damn. She held steady even though her pulse was triple-timing it. Now what?
 
   Cooper and Emilio were diametric opposites, but there was one thing they had in common. One little chink in their armors she could exploit. She hadn’t done it intentionally with Cooper in Des Moines – she’d thought he was already gone when she’d let herself cry on the apartment stairs – but the tears had worked anyway. And now she bet she could use them against Emilio with equal success.
 
   Forcing tears would kill her chances, though. She needed real emotions to carry this off. 
 
   Thunder boomed overhead. The rain drenched her. 
 
   Sadness and dismay weren’t hard to dig up. She was exhausted, in pain, and grieving for all the lives damaged and destroyed by the man in front of her. Ronni, Forester, the others who’d been hurt and killed…the thought of each one brought the ever-present raw, aching grief to the surface. 
 
   Her eyes burned with unspent tears. She drew on the pain; let a few tears slip down her cheeks, mixing with the rain on her face. “My friends are gone. My career ruined. Working for the FBI was my dream, the only thing I ever wanted. Now, they’ve kicked me out.” A lie, yes, but she hoped he didn’t know otherwise. “Killing Petero Valquis won’t change that. My professional and personal lives are a complete disaster. I have nothing left.”
 
   Sliding down the bars, she acted like a woman barely holding on. “Do what you want with me, Emilio. I’m a failure. A loser. I have no fight left.”
 
   Hugging her knees to her chest, she turned so her back was to him. As she let herself cry softly – overdoing the dramatics would only backfire – she heard the faint sound of his leather shoes on the wet patio. A moment later, he stood on the other side of the iron bars hovering over her. “How does it feel? To have your life ruined? The empire you built with your own hands, destroyed?”
 
   Come on, Cooper. Where are you? If she kept Emilio distracted long enough, Cooper and/or the cops Bobby was calling in would show. Just a few more minutes…
 
   She hitched her breath, fake crying a bit more and letting her body language suggest she truly had nothing left. She was weak, broken. 
 
   At his mercy.
 
   The predator sensed his advantage. The next thing she knew, he reached through the bars, grabbed a section of her wet hair and yanked her head back. The bars bonged as her skull smacked against them.
 
   His voice was low but self-assured as he murmured in her ear through the gate. “You are mine, bitch. All mine.”
 
   “I don’t think so,” a familiar voice said from behind Emilio. 
 
   Emilio whipped around, releasing her at the same time. The sudden shift made Celina pitch forward, but not before she saw Cooper take a swing at Emilio’s head with the golf club.
 
   There was the sickening sound of crunching bone as the club connected with Emilio’s nose. He cried out, staggered against the bars. Celina jumped up, wrenching his right hand through the bar spacing and pinning it behind him. Cooper took a second swing, this one at Emilio’s kneecaps. Jammed against the gate, blood pouring from his nose over his wet silk suit, the cartel leader cried out again, cursing both of them.
 
   Celina didn’t release his arm, even as he sank to the ground, howling over his broken kneecaps. If anything, she pinioned it tighter. No way was she letting go. “Shoot him,” she told Cooper. 
 
   A police siren echoed in the valley. A second one joined it. Cooper, soaked and smiling, acted like he was taking a practice swing at Emilio’s head. “Not necessary.”
 
   “It is too necessary. Shoot him.”
 
   “Killing him is too easy. He needs to suffer.”
 
   “Exactly. Start with his balls and work your way up.”
 
   “In prison. He’s got a death row stint waiting for him.”
 
   Emilio stirred, tried tugging away from her. His voice sounded muffled, thanks to his broken nose. “I never committed murder.”
 
   Cooper took another practice swing. “We have your prints on the knife used to carve up Chief Forester, Londano, as well as all the lovely conspiracies to commit murder charges on multiple Federal agents. The death penalty is definitely on the menu.”
 
   Celina’s arm was shaking, trying to hold Emilio in place, even though she was sure he couldn’t walk with two broken kneecaps. Didn’t stop him from lunging at Cooper. “You’re lying.”
 
   Cooper winked at her, wrestled Londano over onto his stomach, and handcuffed him. Patted him on the back of the head. “A word of advice. Stay in prison this time. You ever set foot out in the free world again I will shoot you. Right between the eyes.”
 
   Stepping over Emilio’s body, Cooper sidled up to the gate. 
 
   “How did you get in?” she asked.
 
   “Climbed the fence. How else?”
 
   “I tried that. One-handed doesn’t work.”
 
   “Nice act with Londano. I saw the whole thing. You certainly know how to use your feminine wiles against unsuspecting men.”
 
   She stood and smiled up at him. “They do tend to work better than the tough federal agent act. I haven’t quite gotten that one down, but I’m getting better.”
 
   His eyes searched hers for a moment. “I love you, Celina.”
 
   She had to grip the gate bars to keep her knees from buckling. “Finally giving in, are you?”
 
   “Yeah.” He reached through and touched her face with his fingers. “I’m giving in. You make me loco, but I’ve never wanted a woman more than I want you.”
 
   Police cars were pulling in the drive now. The squawk of radios mingling with the sirens. 
 
   Kissing Cooper through the bars wasn’t easy, but she’d never signed up for easy. His lips were wet from the rain, the angle of their heads all wrong. He still managed to capture her mouth perfectly, teasing and seducing her to the point she nearly climbed the gate, regardless of her immobile hand, and attacked him right there in front of Emilio and the officers pouring onto the scene.
 
   “Hands up!” one of the officers called.
 
   Celina and Cooper both raised their hands, but didn’t stop kissing.
 
   “DEA,” Cooper said around her mouth. 
 
   She giggled, broke away from his lips. “And I’m FBI. We’re on the Southern Cal violent crimes taskforce.”
 
   Cooper flashed his badge, appeasing the officers, and went to find the security panel to open the gates. 
 
   The policeman nearest Celina pointed a stubby finger at her. “Hey, ain’t you that gal who was on the front of Time magazine a while ago? The new face of the FBI?”
 
   Celina brushed wet hair from her eyes, and stared at Emilio lying on the ground. The Time magazine article seemed like a lifetime ago. She wasn’t that woman any more. She wasn’t that agent. “You must have me confused with someone else,” she said. “That agent is a rookie. I’m not.”
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Forty
 
    
 
   Carlsbad Beach
 
   Two days later
 
    
 
   Cooper stood near the rock outcropping, watching the familiar curvy form of a certain Fed jog the beach. Her dark hair was pulled high in a ponytail, and her gait was purposeful. She’d had surgery on her hand hours after arresting Londano for a second time and the prognosis was good. Given time, a bunch of physical therapy, and a return to gun training exercises, the accuracy in her right hand would return to one hundred percent.
 
   Forester’s body had been released and flown home to Des Moines. His funeral was scheduled for the following Monday, and Celina and Cooper had already booked plane tickets so they could attend.
 
   Ronni Punta was out of the hospital, and Mary, the safe house agent, had already returned to work. Dawn McBroom was still hospitalized, but improving daily. Agent Quarters and Lana Custov were also still in the hospital. Pending Celina’s testimony, Lana would be facing a full investigation and criminal charges for her actions once she’d recovered.
 
   Celina caught sight of him waiting for her and slowed, a curious look on her face. She was sweating and out of breath, but her color was normal, and the cloud that had hung over her for the past week had lifted. 
 
   She came to a stop, sized up his clean shirt, nice jeans, and shaved jawline. “What is that in your hands?”
 
   “Starbucks. Iced coffees.”
 
   “Thought you didn’t do Starbucks.”
 
   “I don’t drink Mountain Dew, either, but for you?” He shrugged and handed her one of the paper cups. “If it makes you happy, I’ll concede once in a while.”
 
   She took the cup and he clinked his against it, giving her a smile. She eyed him, taking a healthy swig. “What’s wrong with you?”
 
   “Wrong with me?”
 
   “Yeah, you seem…happy. Did Londano slip on a bar of soap in prison and break his neck or something?”
 
   “What? I can’t be happy watching my girlfriend jog down the beach on a beautiful California morning?”
 
   “You’re The Beast. You don’t do Starbucks. You don’t do happy. Your words, not mine.”
 
   Small beads of sweat glistened on her upper lip. He wanted to kiss them off. “I got the dog.”
 
   Her eyes brightened. “You did? You found Thunder?”
 
   He nodded. “Wasn’t easy tracking him down, but he was still with the gal who trains dogs for government work. Bomb sniffers, drug sniffers, and dogs like Thunder, who help with undercover work. I officially adopted him this morning. I took Owen out of school and he and Thunder are in the car. Apparently, Chihuahuas like Starbucks too.”
 
   Her smile was contagious. “You’re a good dad.”
 
   A kind of pride he hadn’t felt in a long time rose up inside him. “It was the least I could do for the little fellow since he helped nail Londano last year. And you’re right. Owen needed a friend.”
 
   Celina looked out at the ocean. “It is a beautiful morning, isn’t it? Wish I’d brought my camera.”
 
   Her camera was at still at his place with the rest of her stuff. “How about you, me, and the boys go home and grab it?”
 
   “Home. Hmm.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I don’t really have a home at the moment, and my job is in flux. I’m on medical leave, but I still have paperwork to do and depositions to give. And all I really want to do is stay right here and enjoy the view.”
 
   “Dyer will do the paperwork for you, and Dupé can wait for his deposition. I’m taking the day off, and I say we grab your camera and have a picnic.”
 
   She laughed and shook her head. “I really am a bad influence on you.”
 
   He pulled her close, careful of her drink and wrist brace. “Not true. You’re the best influence I’ve had in my life in a long time. Come home with me, Celina. Make it your home. Owen needs that dog, and I need you.”
 
   She melted against him, and then looked guilty. “I want to pursue photography full time.”
 
   “Leave the Bureau?”
 
   “I don’t want to do undercover work anymore.”
 
   “Okay…” But he worried there was something else behind this decision. “You’re not just bailing because of me, right? Because of the potential conflict with our jobs?”
 
   She shook her head. “I’m still going to work for the FBI, but I’m going to be a forensic photographer once I’m off medical leave. I’ve already signed up for the certification course.”
 
    No more undercover work. No more worrying his balls off that she was in danger. He couldn’t keep the relief off his face. “If that makes you happy, I’m ecstatic.”
 
   “Dupé said they can use me in both the San Diego and L.A. offices, so I guess I can go home with you and live here, if the offer still stands.”
 
   He dropped his cup, grabbed her, and twirled her around. She laughed out loud, throwing her head back, and dropping her cup too. For Cooper, it was better than the rush from his first bust, and he hoped it outshined hers as well. 
 
   She lifted her hands and let him swing her around. People stopped and stared. A few clapped and whistled. When he put her back down, she was still laughing, carefree and happy. “I think I’m up for the picnic now,” she said.
 
   He kissed her, once, twice, three times. Quick kisses, each a promise for their future. “I think I’m ready to make you happy for many, many decades.”
 
   “Decades. I like the sound of that. I love you, Cooper Harris.”
 
   “I love you, too.” He picked up their cups and tossed them in a nearby garbage barrel. Then he took her good hand and led her toward his truck. “Let’s go home, Celina.”
 
   She squeezed his hand, waved at Owen in the truck, the little dog standing on his lap and wagging furiously. “Yes, let’s go home.”
 
    
 
    
 
   THE END
 
   ***
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   Chapter One
 
    
 
   On a lovely March day—if such a thing existed in Chicago—Lucia Rizzo led Miss Elizabeth, a Yorkie possessing the confidence of a runway model with a good boob job, across State Street’s lunchtime traffic and was nearly pancaked.
 
   “Slow down!” she hollered at the errant driver.
 
   A terrified Miss Elizabeth cowered on the sidewalk and Lucie scooped her up for a nuzzle. “Poor baby. I’m so sorry.”
 
   The dog sniffed, then licked Lucie’s chin. “You’re a sweet girl.”
 
   Another lick.
 
   Maybe this dog walking thing wasn’t so bad. Heaven knew the investment bankers in Lucie’s old office never got their faces licked during the workday. And if they had, surely a sexual harassment suit would follow.
 
   Speaking of investment banking… “Okay, girl, playtime is over. You need to poop so I can get home and look for a job.”
 
   She glanced at her watch. No time for delays in an already packed schedule.
 
   The sound of heavy breathing pelted Lucie’s ears and she glanced over her shoulder to see a man on her heels. Some people had no respect for personal space. She gave him the Lucie Rizzo version of the narrow-eyed back-off-bub look. When the man didn’t respond to her obvious warning, she darted ahead, but Miss Elizabeth flopped to the ground with an effort that sent her sequined barrette dancing in the sunlight. Fabulous.
 
   Lucie stared at the dog. “Get moving, girl.”
 
   The dog could have been a statue.
 
   A man wearing a red warm-up jacket strode toward them, his eyes focused on Miss Elizabeth in a way that caused a prickle of unease to snake up Lucie’s spine. Another space invader?
 
   She reached for the dog, but hands clamped on her shoulders from behind and shoved her sideways. Her heart jackhammered, and the shove carried her step by step by step until the side of a red Camry loomed in her vision. Uh-oh. Incoming. With the force of a line drive hitting a windshield, Lucie plowed headfirst into the parked car.
 
   “Ow!”
 
   Pain slammed into her as she landed on all fours, her right knee taking the blow from the pavement before she rolled to her back. Swirling white birds flapped above. She blinked, realizing they weren’t birds but white spots from the whack to her head.
 
   Had she been mugged? Couldn’t be. She didn’t have a purse.
 
   Panic forced the hour-old kraut dog to lurch up her throat. She shifted to her knees, propped her hands under her and waited for the evacuation of her lunch. She let out a slow breath and stared at her hands.
 
   No vomit. Good.
 
   No leash. Bad.
 
   No dog. Very bad.
 
   She turned her head to where Miss Elizabeth should have been. Nothing. Could the dog have been under her when she fell? She hadn’t felt anything or heard a yelp. Please don’t let me have fallen on her. Lucie might be petite, but her hundred and ten pounds could still take out a three-pound dog. An image of the beloved Yorkie—lifeless—gripped her mind.
 
   The sounds of traffic and car horns nearly blew Lucie’s aching head apart, but she peeked all around. No dog. At least she wouldn’t have to live with knowing she’d crushed Miss Elizabeth. A moment of relief sparked and disappeared.
 
   The jerk that knocked her over had vanished and sent poor Miss Elizabeth into hiding. She couldn’t have gotten far. Her legs didn’t move that fast. Lucie dropped to the ground and checked under the cars. Nothing.
 
   She ran to the corner, where a dark-haired man wearing a red jacket bolted through heavy traffic on State Street. She squinted hard and focused on a flash of glitter in the man’s arms. Miss Elizabeth’s sequined barrette.
 
   “Help!” Lucie’s voice carried the high-pitched panic storming her body. “Stop him. He stole my dog.”
 
   She stepped off the curb, but a middle-aged man in a business suit heaved her backward before a speeding cab tattooed her to the pavement. “Are you okay?”
 
   “He stole my dog! That guy.” Dammit. The thief had turned the corner.
 
   “What guy?” the man asked in a this-chick-is-nuts tone.
 
   For a change, she didn’t care what anyone thought of her. All she cared about was losing Miss Elizabeth. “The one that’s gone.”
 
   Fifteen minutes later, Lucie sat on a broken curb while the biting edge of anger and guilt morphed into emotional sludge.
 
   Yes, at certain times in her life, she needed to maintain absolute emotional control.
 
   This was not one of those times.
 
   She drew a deep breath of Chicago’s eau de diesel fumes as a fresh line of cars turned off State Street. The rubberneckers, apparently fascinated by flashing lights on a police car, slowed to barely moving. Lucie dropped her head into her hands. Hiding would be the best way to limit eye contact with the gawkers.
 
   The cop finished his conversation with dispatch and came around the back of the car.
 
   “Okay, Ms….” He checked his notepad… “Rizzo. Lucia Rizzo.”
 
   Lucie’s gaze drifted to the name on the uniform that had seen one too many washings. The broken-in look suited the man—this Officer Lindstrom—who kept his dusty blond hair buzzed into a crew cut that accentuated his thick neck and linebacker build. A big boy.
 
   The man’s blue eyes drilled into her. She recognized the narrow-eyed fascination that came with wondering if she was Joe Rizzo’s daughter.
 
   Her father, being the accused in a long string of criminal trials, left the distinction of ‘mob princess’ sitting on her like an overweight elephant. This cop was probably judging her as a lowlife. She should be used to it by now, the presumptions about her heritage and character made by people who knew nothing of her work ethic. All because of her last name. All because of her father. The jailbird. Regardless, she was a citizen who had been wronged and deserved respect.
 
   “He’s my father,” she said.
 
   “Joe Rizzo?”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   Lindstrom cocked his head. “That’s gotta be interesting.”
 
   With that, Lucie snorted a half sob, half giggle. What a lovely sound. “You have no idea.”
 
   “I’m sure. Anyway, we put out a BOLO. It’s still early so we might get a quick response.”
 
   Lucie glanced up and squinted against the bright sun. “What’s a BOLO?”
 
   “Be on the lookout. The BOLO is for a Yorkie wearing a rhinestone barrette.”
 
   At least he didn’t laugh when he said it. Lucie closed her eyes, felt the swell of bubbling tears and let them fire down her cheeks. Crying. Just great.
 
   “Ms. Rizzo?” Lindstrom said. “You still with me?”
 
   With a vicious swipe, she swatted her cheeks and saw his face soften in a way that offered understanding. He must be a dog owner.
 
   “I don’t know how it happened. We were walking along and—bam—I was on the ground and some goon was taking off with her.”
 
   The panic rushed back, clawed at her for being so irresponsible that she’d lose a dog belonging to her most high-strung client. Well, she hadn’t actually lost the dog, but Lucie took the safety of her charges seriously, and this would certainly be her fault. What if the thieves hurt Miss Elizabeth? Lucie rubbed at a fresh batch of tears. Idiot.
 
   Officer Lindstrom went back to his notes. “Ms. Rizzo, your dog’s name is Miss Elizabeth?”
 
   “Call me Lucie. And she’s not my dog. I’m the walker. Tom Darcy is the owner.”
 
   “Miss Elizabeth and…Mr. Darcy?”
 
   Lucie, awed by the fact that he appreciated Pride and Prejudice, glanced up. “You’re a Jane Austen fan?”
 
   He winced. “Not me. My wife. I’ve seen that damned movie six times.”
 
   His wife. He’s married. Not that Lucie was looking, considering she had Frankie, but—wow—a guy who’d sit through Pride and Prejudice six times. “It’s still impressive.”
 
   He shrugged, tapped his pen on his notepad. “Is Miss Elizabeth a show dog?”
 
   “No. Why?”
 
   “There’s a dog theft ring operating in the city. They steal show dogs for ransom.”
 
   Oh, no. Poor Miss Elizabeth. “She looks like a show dog. She’s impeccably groomed.”
 
   Lindstrom’s radio crackled and he spoke into the microphone on his shoulder. He finished the radio call, pulled a card from his pocket and wrote something on it. “I need to run, but here’s my card and your case number. If this is tied to the theft ring, the case will go to a detective. If not, it’ll come back to me. Either way, someone will follow up.”
 
   Lucie took the card. “Thank you. I appreciate your help.”
 
   He jerked his head, started for his car, but turned back to her. “Is there someone you can call for a ride?”
 
   A nice guy. Her father would never believe it of a cop. “That’s okay. I have my scooter at Mr. Lutz’s place.”
 
   “A scooter?”
 
   Lucie nodded. “I use a scooter to get around the city faster. My old boss lets me store it in his garage.”
 
   “Nice former boss.”
 
   “He’s trying to help. I was laid off six months ago. The dog walking helps pay the bills while I’m job hunting.”
 
   Which was the reason she was sitting on this blasted curb wanting to skewer the bastard who stole Miss Elizabeth. Lucie mentally settled the queasies plaguing her belly. Maybe the whack on the head was messing with her stomach.
 
   Lindstrom’s feet shifted in front of her. “You sure you don’t want to go to the hospital?”
 
   As if this wasn’t embarrassing enough. “No. Thanks.”
 
   “You should get that head checked out. At least go to your regular doctor.”
 
   That was doable. “I will.”
 
   Lucie watched him jump into the car, flip on the lights and drive off. Part of her wished she could join him, because she now had to inform Tom Darcy his beloved pet had been snatched.
 
   She slid her phone from her pocket. What would she even say? Gee, Mr. Darcy, you still have a slew of Pride and Prejudice characters to choose from for the name of your next dog.
 
   With that, she ran to the garbage can on the corner and lost the kraut dog.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter Two
 
    
 
   Lucie stepped through the front door of her parents’ Franklin, Illinois home and dropped her duffel at the base of the stairs. The entryway of the shoebox-sized living room closed in, the nearness suffocating her, while the pungent aroma of her mother’s garlic-infused roast beef filled the air. Lucie’s tender stomach seized. Oi.
 
   Most of her twenty-six years had been spent trying to escape this place, but six months ago, she had moved back. How did I get here?
 
   Voices from the kitchen sparked a memory. The Falcone’s were here for dinner. Her mother had mentioned it that morning. Terrific.
 
   She shifted to see Joey, her ape of a brother, sprawled across the sofa watching a March Madness basketball game. Frankie, her currently off-again-in-limbo-fiancé-slash-boyfriend—heck, she didn’t know what he was anymore, sat in the green wingback chair next to the sofa. For weeks, she’d managed to avoid him. Now, seeing him in his favorite chair, so comfortable in her mother’s home, the ache from missing him, the one she had learned to compartmentalize, broke free and cut off her air. “Hey,” she said.
 
   Joey craned his head in her direction and a slow, filthy smile seeped across his face. He’d better not start with the poop scooping jokes. Not today. She squinted and tried to put a little nasty into it. Not easy for a girl known as the good one in the family. But if she stared hard enough, maybe her older brother wouldn’t start. “Don’t say it, Joey.”
 
   In typical Joey fashion, he remained stretched on the sofa. He ran his tongue along his perfect top teeth—a total giveaway of the act of terrorism to come—and Lucie squeezed her butt cheeks together.
 
   He could be a real hater.
 
   Frankie stood and moved toward her with his hands extended. “Luce.”
 
   No.
 
   “How’d it go?” her brother asked, his voice light and menacing. “The poop scooping?”
 
   And there it was. His ever-present need to goad her into a fight.
 
   The cackle erupting from Joey’s wide-open mouth banged around inside Lucie’s already pummeled and aching skull. She scrunched her nose so hard the pain shot through her cheeks. Be strong. But after the day she’d had, the screeching laughter pounded at her.
 
   “Luce,” Frankie said again, but Joey’s laugh burned her like a hot pipe. Suddenly she was eight years old again, when he’d left her hanging from a tree branch after challenging her to a pull-up contest. Even at eleven, he’d been a jerk.
 
   Be a big girl, be a big girl, be a big girl.
 
   Frankie stepped closer. “Don’t snap.”
 
   Forget snapping. The thing going on inside her was an implosion. A veritable war between her crazy and uncrazy self. At this moment, crazy had superior firepower. Even with Frankie’s family sitting in the kitchen.
 
   Better luck next time, Uncrazy.
 
   Lucie launched herself across the back of the sofa and landed on Joey. She might have been screaming. She wasn’t sure because all she heard was the cackling. That cackling, mixed with the increasing closeness of the walls, ignited her.
 
   What did it matter? After this rotten day, all she wanted was to punish someone. That someone happened to be her brother.
 
   Joey put his hands up to protect his head, but his laughter continued. Kah-kah-kah-kah-kah-kah.
 
   Such a bastard. A bastard with a stupid, stupid laugh.
 
   Plus, he outweighed her by a good hundred and thirty pounds—why did she have to be the petite one? He could easily toss her off, but this was his demented idea of fun.
 
   She feinted right, went left and whopped him on the side of the head.
 
   “Ow!” he hollered, half-laughing.
 
   He made a move to harness her wrists in his giant hands, but she swatted at him and dug her knee into his thigh. He winced—success—and she bared her teeth at him.
 
   Then she went airborne, her legs bicycling as Frankie hauled her backward. “Easy, killer.”
 
   Her breaths came in halting, rib-fracturing bursts, but she kicked out one last time and missed. “You’re an idiot, Joey.”
 
   She squeezed her eyes closed and concentrated on the feel of Frankie’s steadying arm. His calming presence poured into her, settled her rioting brain. Even now, after all this time, she loved it when he touched her. When his hands were on her, she came alive, every nerve ending exploding with a fierce pleasure and longing to get closer. 
 
   Thank God for the magic of Frankie.
 
   After a minute of prepping to face her brother, Lucie exhaled and opened her eyes. “I’m okay. You can let go.”
 
   “Hmm. Too bad,” Frankie whispered in a way that meant he was feeling frisky.
 
   And wasn’t it typical of him to be thinking about sex at a time like this? Although, he pretty much thought about sex every ten seconds, so why would this moment be any different?
 
   “You are a freaking lunatic.” This from her brother still sprawled across the sofa.
 
   Mom stepped into the room with Frankie’s mother and father trailing. “What is all the yelling?”
 
   Joey picked up the television remote and flipped the channel from the basketball game. “Your daughter is a whack job, Ma.”
 
   “Joseph, that’s not nice.”
 
   Not. Nice. Her mother was clueless when it came to Joey. And of course, this scene unfolded in front of Frankie’s parents.
 
   Mom came closer, brought Lucie in for a hug, and the smell of her almond shampoo penetrated the wall of anger and humiliation. Theresa Rizzo, at fifty-five, despite her cluelessness concerning her son, was an excellent candidate for sainthood. Always home. Always consistent. Always available.
 
   Unlike Lucie’s other parent.
 
   Lucie pulled back and stared at her mother. For years now, she’d worn her chestnut hair shoulder length with wispy bangs to hide her wide forehead. Her heart-shaped face held hard fought frown lines, but her mother’s eyes…they were special. Not brown, not green, but something in-between, and when she turned them on someone, her mood wasn’t hard to distinguish. Those eyes now held concern.
 
   “Are you all right?”
 
   “I’m fine, Mom.” Finally, Lucie faced Frankie’s parents. “Hi, Mr. and Mrs. Falcone. Sorry about that.”
 
   “Eh,” Mr. Falcone said. “It wouldn’t be the first time we’ve seen siblings fight.”
 
   Frankie rolled his eyes as his parents headed back to the kitchen. “Nice, Pop.”
 
   “Dinner in ten minutes,” Mom said. “Why don’t you go get cleaned up?”
 
   An escape. Sainthood for Mom. Stat. “Good idea. I’ll be down in a few minutes.”
 
   Mom started to turn, but stopped. “By the way, I spoke to your father today. He put you on the list for next week.”
 
   The list.
 
   “And if you don’t visit him,” Joey said. “He’s gonna fry you.”
 
   Frankie and Lucie both spun on him. “Shut up.”
 
   Mom, as usual, ignored Joey and leveled her gaze on Frankie. “You’re on the list, too.”
 
   “Uh-oh,” Frankie said.
 
   Lucie grinned. “Looks like he heard.”
 
   Joey laughed. “I didn’t tell him.”
 
   Probably true. Joey never seemed to care whether Frankie and Lucie were broken up. Frankie had been his friend all their lives and that would never change. That friendship sat at the root of why Lucie kept ending things with Frankie. He couldn’t tear himself away from the life she so desperately wanted to leave.
 
   The break-ups never lasted though. There was this pesky thing called love between them, and she could never completely let him go.
 
   Lucie brought her eyes back to her mother. “Does Dad know we broke up?”
 
   Her mother shrugged. “This falls into the what-he-doesn’t-know-won’t-hurt-him category. That category seems to be expanding rapidly.”
 
   No joke there. They’d been hiding a lot from her father since his incarceration almost two years ago. Despite living in a conservative home and not throwing money around on flashy cars and clothes, her father had long ago drawn the interest of federal prosecutors. They wanted Joe Rizzo, mob boss, but they couldn’t get any organized crime charges to hold and settled for a minor tax problem involving the three Italian beef restaurants he owned. Most people would have walked away with a fine, but not her father. The government wanted Joe Rizzo to pay for his sins. Whatever they were.
 
   Lucie shook off thoughts of explaining to her father why she wouldn’t marry Frankie, whom her father adored, mostly because Frankie’s father was her father’s closest friend. Thus, the reason the Falcones came for dinner twice a month even though her father was locked up. Lucie also suspected these family dinners meant her mother received an infusion of cash—her father’s cut of whatever nefariously raised money the mob guys came up with—from Mr. Falcone to help with expenses while her father was away. Talk about a tangled web.
 
   She walked to the stairs where she’d left her duffel. “I’ll deal with visiting Dad later. I need to get this stuff unpacked before it wrinkles.”
 
   Frankie sidled next to her. “I’ll take that up.”
 
   No. Last thing she needed was to be alone with Frankie. In her bedroom. “I’ve got it.”
 
   He leaned forward, wrapped his hand around hers on the handle of the bag and the heat from his palm seeped into her. Hoping he wouldn’t move, she stayed there for a second. With Frankie around, the speed of her world slowed and reminded her of summer strolls on the lakefront. The Frankie Factor.
 
   A crooked grin spread across his face. “I’ll take care of it.”
 
   No sense arguing with him. He’d just do it anyway. “Thank you.”
 
   She marched up the worn carpeted stairs, mentally groaning over the red and green floral wallpaper dating back to the eighties. She spied a streak of black that had become part of the décor twelve years ago when she had tumbled down the stairs with a permanent marker in her hand.
 
   A noise pulled Lucie from thoughts of adolescence, and she looked over her shoulder to find Frankie staring at her butt. What there was of it anyway. Too bad some of the flesh in her ginormous boobs couldn’t have landed on her rump.
 
   “Stop looking at my butt.”
 
   “Can’t help it. It’s in my line of sight.”
 
   The trademark Frankie smile appeared, the one that could put General Electric out of business. Who needed light bulbs when Frankie smiled? Even his presence illuminated a room. He kept his dark hair short, but with enough length that it curled around a face full of yummy angles. When he chose to pleasure a woman with a look from his coal-black eyes, he did it with a focused intensity that made her feel like she was the only one in the county.
 
   Unfortunately for Lucie, Frankie’s massive good looks left people wondering what he was doing with her, Miss Completely Average. She wasn’t ugly, for sure. Her blue eyes were a plus, but her drab brown hair and lack of hips didn’t usually attract hotties. Nope. The only curves Lucie had were in the chest area. Luckily, Frankie was a boob guy. Then again, she hadn’t met many men who weren’t.
 
   They reached the top of the stairs and she made a left into the first doorway into her childhood bedroom. The curtains had been changed, but the white swirly-cornered furniture and light green wallpaper still remained, somehow, in pristine condition.
 
   She hated that wallpaper.
 
   Franked nudged her. “Are we going to stand here all day?”
 
   “Uh, sorry.” She stepped into the microscopic room and he pushed by her to drop the bag on the bed. The two of them, in there together, made the room beyond small. It didn’t help that Frankie wore her favorite faded Levi’s that clung to his lean body as if they were tailor-made for him. The Levi’s did it for her every time.
 
   “Are you okay?” he asked. “You’ve been edgy since you got home.”
 
   Edgy. Good word for it. With his protective nature, he’d love this one. “After my trunk show, I had a couple of dogs to walk. One of them got stolen.”
 
   He abandoned the duffel and spun to her, his face turning to stone. “What happened? Are you hurt?”
 
   She waved off his concern. “I’m fine. I was walking Miss Elizabeth and some goon knocked me over and grabbed her. I hit my head, but it’s not bad.”
 
   “Why didn’t you call me?”
 
   He stepped toward her, but Lucie held out her hand. “I called 9-1-1 and they sent a squad. The cop said there’s a dog theft ring operating in the city. It could be related.” Lucie pressed her palms into her forehead. “God, Frankie, that poor dog. I’m so scared for her. Plus, Mr. Darcy was bawling when I told him. He adores her.”
 
   “Screw the dog, Luce. You should get checked out. You could have a concussion.”
 
   He extended his arms to wrap her in a hug, but hesitated before folding them across his chest. She blew air through her lips. They simply stunk at being in limbo. As much as she wanted to draw comfort from him, it wouldn’t be fair. To either of them. “I don’t think it’s a concussion, but I made a doctor’s appointment. The cop said they’d call me if they find Miss Elizabeth. I’ll have to wait. I keep having visions of that dog being tortured. She was in my care and I let her get taken.”
 
   “It’s not your fault. They’ll find her.”
 
   He knew her too well. So not going there right now. “Anyway, the trunk show went well this morning.”
 
   He unzipped the duffel and opened it. One of her handmade dog collars caught on the netting inside the bag and Lucie gently pried it loose. “I sold all the rhinestone studded items. The coats with the fur collars also went. Otis loved the camo shirt.”
 
   “He tell you that?”
 
   She smacked his arm. “I could tell.”
 
   Of course, Otis was a dog. An Olde English Bulldog to be exact. Lucie had been walking him for five months and understood the flow of his moods. The dogs, with their unabashed love for her, had become the bright spot over these past months. Keeping on schedule with dogs wasn’t easy, but she looked forward to walking them each day. With the winter months over, she found joy in the crisp spring air, cleansing her of the negativity that surrounded her current life situation. The dogs had become her sanctuary.
 
   She held up the paisley collar still in her hand. “It’s unbelievable how much these rich people will pay for dog accessories. I sold that pink triple rhinestone deal for a hundred and fifty dollars.”
 
   Frankie whistled. “Who needs investment banking when you’ve got Coco Barknell?”
 
   “Coco Barknell?”
 
   “That’s the name I thought of for your company.”
 
   Oh, no. She wasn’t starting a company. She was an investment banker. Four years at Notre Dame and an MBA said so. Unfortunately, the banking industry didn’t agree and when her company merged with a larger one, she’d been rightsized. And here she was, back in her old room. Gone was the Chicago loft with the corner window that gave her a six-inch view of the lake. That view might not have been much, but to her, it was the wide-open space of freedom. But freedom had a cost, and the lack of income forced her to rely on unemployment benefits and her savings, which wouldn’t go far. Being a fiscally responsible girl, Lucie chose to move home and regroup.
 
   She stared at herself in the bedroom mirror and imagined herself shrinking, her body closing in from the pressure of the miniscule room. Miss Rise-Above-Being-A-Mob-Princess was busted back to her old life.
 
   “Coco Barknell,” she said. “That’s got a ring to it. Banking is where I belong, though.”
 
   Frankie shrugged. “You’re good at this crafty stuff.”
 
   Lucie glanced at the princess desk that had been a mainstay since her twelfth birthday. She’d set up a card table next to the already cluttered area, and it held stacks of plastic storage bins stuffed with dog collars, shiny colored beads, rhinestones and rolls of fabric. It didn’t leave much room to maneuver, but she needed a workspace.
 
   Coco Barknell. Maybe she’d fiddle with a business plan in her down time.
 
   “I was quite the Bedazzler in high school.”
 
   “You still are.”
 
   Frankie grinned, but it wasn’t about dog accessories. This was the grin of lust and long nights, when Lucie thought her body would never get enough of whatever he offered.
 
   Oh, boy. She blew out a breath and sat on the bed only to have him drop beside her. The sag of the mattress rolled her in his direction and their shoulders bumped. She scooted away. No sense in torturing herself.
 
   “I did make good money at the trunk show today.”
 
   “I’m telling ya, Luce, Coco Barknell.”
 
   “I got lucky, Frankie. Mrs. Lutz recommended me to a few of her wealthy friends and it started this whole thing.”
 
   “And here you are with a regular gig. That’s what I love about you. You never let anything hold you down.”
 
   A burst of pride swelled in her chest. He loved her. She knew it, but hearing his approval gave her a boost. This was the gift of Frankie. And the reason women always got caught in his gravitational pull. They wanted to sleep with him, sure, but at his core, Frankie cared about people. He was also a guy’s guy who loved any form of sports. Yep, Frankie appealed to the masses.
 
   She glanced around the cramped room. How did I get back here?
 
   He nudged her with his elbow. “Where’d you go, Squish?”
 
   Her childhood nickname capped it. Tears threatened and she blinked to clear the haze. Such a long day. “I guess I’m officially back if you’re calling me Squish.”
 
   He rolled his lips together and popped them open again. “It slipped.”
 
   “It’s okay. This time.” She bumped him with her shoulder and the familiar heat that came with touching him made her want more. For that reason, she didn’t object when he slid his arm around her and pulled her close.
 
   “Luce, moving home is a setback. It’s not permanent.”
 
   “I keep telling myself that.”
 
   “I said you could move in with me.”
 
   She curled her lip. “That might be a tad awkward, being that we’re broken up.”
 
   “That was your doing. And we can fix it lickety-split. All I asked was for you to give me a break about moving away from my family. It’s not a lot to ask.”
 
   “We want different things.”
 
   Frankie grunted, the sound packed with dynamite. He pulled his arm away and stood to swat the door closed. “That’s crap.”
 
   “It’s not crap. The gossip doesn’t bother you.” She cupped her hands around her mouth. “Ooh, there’s that Falcone boy. His father is mobbed up. Don’t mess with him.”
 
   “I can’t control what people whisper about. I like my life. I know who my friends are, and they don’t say crap like that. By now, you should know who your friends are. Our friends are the ones who know we’re more than what our fathers do for a living. They understand that you have an MBA, and I got a free ride to LSU. They get that, Luce. Screw everybody else.”
 
   “You have to admit, it was different when I lived downtown. You came and stayed with me and we were nobodies. We were just a couple of up-and-comings out for dinner. Nobody whispered. I liked that life.”
 
   Frankie shrugged. “So, we’ll go downtown for dinner. Why do I have to abandon my family for that? They’re important to me. This town is my home. It’s what I know and you want me to walk away.”
 
   “All I want is boundaries. The thing I love most about you is your sense of loyalty. But that loyalty blinds you and it suffocates me.”
 
   He closed his eyes and his lips moved in a silent three count. A Frankie Zen moment. A few seconds later, he opened his eyes. “Suffocates you?”
 
   “You know what I mean.”
 
   “I could turn this around and ask where your loyalties are, but I won’t. I respect your feelings.”
 
   Lucie leaped off the bed. Nowhere to go. The blasted room was so small she couldn’t move. “You don’t understand.”
 
   “Is this about moving to New York again?”
 
   She spun away from him, took two steps and bumped the card table. Dammit. She turned back. “What’s wrong with moving to New York? I could get a job there. You could work anywhere as a sportswriter. Plus, if you want to be at a network, New York is the place to make that happen.”
 
   The room went silent. Frankie stared at her and she wondered if she’d hit pay dirt. He worked for the Chicago Herald as a sportswriter, but he had bigger dreams and wanted to be behind a microphone calling a game. A flash of hope wound through her.
 
   “My family is here. I may not agree with what my father does, but he’s been there for me. Supported every decision. How do I turn my back on him?”
 
   Somebody get a mop because my flash of hope just got doused.
 
   She sat back on the bed, let her shoulders slump forward. “It gets old doesn’t it? This argument?”
 
   Frankie dragged his hands through his hair. “I can’t do this anymore. I want a life with you, but I won’t walk away from people who have been good to me. You know where I stand. When you figure out what you want, let me know.”
 
   Frankie pulled the door open but shifted back to her. She looked at him. He looked at her. Nobody moved. The stillness said it all.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Throughout dinner, Lucie kept her focus on her plate while chatting with Frankie’s sister. Why not? She’d always liked Angie and it kept her from having to talk to Frankie’s father. By the way he kept looking at her, he had something on his mind. Eventually, he’d come out with it. She’d just have to wait.
 
   Frankie leaned back and patted his inflated belly. “Nice work, Theresa. I’ll be in the gym for hours tomorrow.”
 
   “Well, thank you, Frankie.”
 
   His mother, Giovanna, with her newly colored reddish hair—odd, that—turned to his father. “Al, that’s why I love this boy, he’s so polite.”
 
   Lucie nearly coughed up a piece of meat. Somehow, this conversation would come around to her not marrying him.
 
   “I taught him well.” Mr. Falcone clapped Frankie on the back and glanced at Lucie. “Where are we on this break-up?”
 
   So predictable.
 
   “What break?” his mother asked. “You two take more breaks than any couple I know.”
 
   Frankie held up his hands. “We’ll work it out.”
 
   “Joe isn’t happy,” Mr. Falcone said.
 
   Lucie bit down. Hard. The spy had been revealed. No shock there.
 
   “Pop,” Frankie said, “Did you have to mention it to him? Lucie has a lot on her plate. She doesn’t need her father pressuring her.”
 
   How many dinners had she sat through as this argument raged on? Lucie waited for the remainder of the show. What was the point? No one ever listened. She simply sat while the crazies took it upon themselves to decide her future.
 
   “Pressure?” Mr. Falcone said. “Seems to me someone should pressure her.”
 
   “If she doesn’t want to be with me, I’m not forcing her.”
 
   Lucie glared at him. “When have I ever said that?”
 
   Mrs. Falcone slammed her hand on the table and the wine glasses jumped. “Why wouldn’t she want you?”
 
   Lucie sighed.
 
   “Of course she wants him,” Mom said. “Don’t be ridiculous. Nowadays young couples take their time. You two need to get into this century and leave Frankie and Lucie alone.”
 
   Thanks, Mom.
 
   Frankie laughed. She knew he couldn’t help it. Things got nutty when the topic of their sometimes-impending nuptials came up. She glanced at Frankie, but he remained quiet, absolutely refusing to tell his parents to butt-out.
 
   And wasn’t that part of their problem? His total failure to take up arms against his parents and tell them to stop harping on the marriage issue? Or about anything for that matter. He never went against his folks. Never. And if they got married, Lucie would endure a lifetime of his family’s interference.
 
   But she loved him.
 
   Angie waved her fork. “Leave the poor girl alone. She lost her job. Let her get her head together. I give her credit for starting her own business with those dog accessories.” She poked her fork at her son across the table. “Paulie, eat your string beans.”
 
   Angie gave Frankie the do-something look. He crossed his eyes at her and she bit her bottom lip to block a smile. The magic of Frankie. Having received the result he wanted, Frankie turned to his nephew. “They’re good, Paulie. You’ll like ‘em.”
 
   Paulie started on the beans, chewing at the pace of a geriatrics ward. Since the boy’s father was never around, Frankie got to be the hammer. Someone had to do it.
 
   “Are you still looking for work, Lucie?” Mrs. Falcone asked.
 
   “Every day. The economy isn’t helping. The dog walking keeps money coming in.”
 
   Frankie smiled at her. “And she’s doing great with the accessories. She unloaded a rhinestone collar today for over a hundred bucks.”
 
   Angie’s enormous brown eyes took on the wild look of one of those old cartoon characters under hypnosis. “Stop it!”
 
   “Honest to God. I’ve been telling you guys about the trunk shows. And get this, she had a show this morning, then she went to walk one of the dogs and the mutt got stolen.”
 
   Lucie shot Frankie the hairy eyeball. Not that it seemed to be working on anyone today.
 
   “What?” his father yelled.
 
   Mom snapped her head in Lucie’s direction. “Why didn’t you tell me? Did you get hurt?”
 
   “I’m fine.”
 
   “Liar. You whacked your head. You need to get checked out.”
 
   Not only did Frankie refuse to take up arms against his family, he was sometimes a traitor. This time the result was his father’s face twisting into a ball of rage. Lucie knew exactly where this was going. He’d go right to her father, who would blow an artery over someone laying hands on his daughter.
 
   On and on it went. Her dad was already on a tear about her wasting her MBA. As if it was her fault that her company merged and she’d been rightsized. Add this to the mix and she might as well curl into a fetal position.
 
   Angie cleared her throat, the universal signal she was about to change the subject. “I want to hear about these trunk shows.”
 
   “She’s got another one tomorrow,” Frankie said.
 
   Lucie fiddled with the stem of her wine glass. “Frankie thinks I should start a business. Coco Barknell.”
 
   Mr. Falcone held his hands out. “Two weeks ago it was a hobby. Now you’re starting a business?”
 
   Mrs. Falcone stood to collect empty dishes. “That is the silliest thing I ever heard.”
 
   Lucie helped stacked plates. “Not really. At the height of the recession, pet accessories had huge profits.”
 
   “I think it’s a wonderful idea,” Mom said.
 
   “Sit, Mrs. R.,” Angie said. “Lucie and I will do the dishes while Frankie takes Paulie outside to work on his swing.”
 
   Paulie swiveled his head, his droopy brown eyes looking encouraged. “How about it, Uncle Frank?”
 
   Frankie wouldn’t say no to baseball. Considering he’d gotten a full college ride on a baseball scholarship, only to suffer back-to-back concussions that ended his shot at major league ball. That didn’t keep him from enjoying the game on a recreational level, or coaching Paulie’s team. The poor kid’s idiot father only knew how to handle a bat when it was connecting with someone’s skull.
 
   “You got it, pal. Let’s see what you’ve got. Season opener is next week and you gotta be ready.”
 
   Frankie turned to his father. “What do you say, old man? You wanna hit a few with me and the squirt?”
 
   Mr. Falcone perked up. “Old man? I’ll knock your lemon in, kid.”
 
   “So you say.”
 
   “I’ll be right there. I forgot to make a call.”
 
   Mr. Falcone dug his cell phone out and headed toward the front door in search of privacy. She’d been around this bunch long enough to know that meant business.
 
   God help her if that business meant him spewing in someone’s ear about her dognapping. Mr. Falcone’s interference would only cause problems between her and Frankie. And they had enough of those.
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter Three
 
    
 
   The next morning, Lucie parked her car two blocks from the Lutzes’ and made her way to the house for Otis’s ten o’clock walk. The routine always started with Otis on the north side in Lincoln Park, where the brownstones sported oversized windows and elaborate brick facades. The cheapest pair of shoes in this neighborhood ran six hundred dollars. Living here took a stuffed wallet.
 
   Lucie passed patches of green grass tucked under aged oak trees while her dream of being a respected investment banker whirled in her mind. Being known for more than her father’s illegal activities was what Lucie craved. Living in one of these lovely brick homes wouldn’t be bad either, but the professional respect would always come first. She could still have that dream. Things would turn around.
 
   Aretha Franklin’s Respect rang from Lucie’s cell phone and she pulled it from her pocket to check the screen. Tom Darcy. Oh, boy.
 
   “Hi, Mr. Darcy.”
 
   “Lucie, my baby is home. It’s a miracle.”
 
   The day-old tension rooted inside shattered. Miss Elizabeth was home. “Really? She’s okay?”
 
   “She looks perfectly fine.”
 
   “But how?”
 
   “I don’t know. I heard her bark and thought I’d imagined it, but then it got louder. I opened the front door and there she was, sitting on the steps. It’s a miracle.”
 
   Enough with the miracles, nutball. Still, what a relief. Lucie dropped to a cross-legged position on the sidewalk. Horrendous thoughts of doggie torture drifted away, and she stretched on the sidewalk. It had been one hell of a night. “Maybe she found her way home? Could that be?”
 
   “All I know is she’s home. I’m so relieved. Unfortunately, I won’t need your services any longer. After all, you did let someone kidnap her.”
 
   Nutball or not, he had a point and it stabbed at Lucie like something out of a bad horror show. Her breath hitched and her eyes filled with tears. She’d been fired. Again. This time, it truly was her fault. “I understand.”
 
   At least the dog was safe. “Miss Elizabeth is a great dog, Mr. Darcy. I’ll miss her. I’m so sorry about what happened. I hope you know that.”
 
   She clicked off and slapped her hands over her face. Was there anything worse than getting fired? But wait—she’d forgotten to ask Mr. Darcy if he’d called Officer Lindstrom. No matter. She would do it.
 
   Still on the ground, paying no mind to the curious stares of drivers cruising by, she retrieved Lindstrom’s card from her messenger bag. A minute later, an operator informed her he was on patrol. She left a message, took a breath to clear her head and made haste to the Lutzes’. Ten minutes lost with that break. She’d have to make it up.
 
   She punched in the garage code and watched the door roll up. Her scooter sat in its normal spot in the extended space of the one-car garage and Otis, hearing the door moving, howled. He knew what time it was. Lucie time.
 
   Getting into the house took precision. Otis was a jumper. If she threw the door open, he’d fly through the air and flatten her. Being stuck under seventy-five pounds of fur wouldn’t be the worst of it. After losing Miss Elizabeth yesterday, Lucie couldn’t risk one of her charges escaping.
 
   “Off, Otis,” she said in her I’m-the-big-cheese voice. “Off!”
 
   The frantic scratching from the other side of the door ceased and Lucie, holding one hand in front of her, eased the door open while Otis sat patiently, his tongue flapping. The little turkey was catching on. Good for him.
 
   “Good job.” Lucie kept her voice neutral. No sense exciting him and causing a meltdown.
 
   With that, he wrapped his front paws around her leg and started humping. This is what her MBA got her. A bulldog working her leg like a horny frat boy. With the humping complete, Otis dropped to the ground and rolled to his back. A laugh burst free and Lucie took a second to enjoy it. How she loved these dogs. Somehow, they always managed to make her smile. “It’s a good thing you’re cute, Otis.”
 
   The dog let out an enthusiastic woof.
 
   “Yeah, your life is good, boy.” She bent low, brushed a hand down his belly and he licked her shoe. Maybe this dog walking thing wasn’t so bad. Unconditional love, fresh air, no late nights.
 
   Coco Barknell.
 
   Perhaps the accessory line could be more than a side job. After the weekend sales, it certainly appeared so, but she would have to run some projections and check out the competition.
 
   Otis stood and gave the leash a tug. “I know. You’re ready.”
 
   After Otis, Lucie hit the Bernards’. They lived in a high-rise with a doorman named Lenny and two Shih-Tzus short on stature and big on attitude. Josie and Fannie liked Lucie, but the neighbors often rushed into their apartments to avoid the mini-tormentors. Lucie, having always been on the petite side, liked the girls’ spunk.
 
   Once in the apartment, she grabbed the rhinestone double leash from the hook by the door, bent to snap a clip to each dog and spotted the collars she had sold to Mrs. Bernard. “Look at you guys with your bling on. Such pretty girls.”
 
   Josie’s red leather collar held a single row of rhinestones while Fannie’s white one had red stones. The collars looked lovely against the white of the girls’ hair. Hmm. Lucie might need business cards in case someone wanted to know where the collars and leash came from.
 
   Coco Barknell. Damn that Frankie.
 
   “Okay, girls. Let’s hit it. I’m having lunch with my man today and he doesn’t like to be kept waiting.” A sudden punch hurled into Lucie’s chest and she closed her eyes until the beating passed. She’d never get used to Frankie not being hers. If they didn’t work things out, she would have to move. Despite being the one who broke things off, she simply couldn’t stand the idea of him being with someone else.
 
   “Well, he’s not my man right now, but I’m hoping that’s short-term because he is pretty darn special. We’re just in different places right now…wait, why am I talking to you? You don’t care.”
 
   She grunted and opened the door. The middle-aged man across the hall had just finished locking his door, and his look of slack-jawed terror made Lucie chuckle. She gripped the leash when Josie and Fannie lunged like a couple of ravenous tigers. “Girls, knock it off.”
 
   The man reeled back and wagged his finger. “Keep them ninja bitches away from me.”
 
   The girls—with a combined weight of fifteen pounds—went wild, growling at him, baring their teeth and tugging on the leash as the neighbor jumped beyond their wrath.
 
   Lucie contemplated letting the girls loose on the guy. But she’d be a grownup and let it go. “Don’t listen to him, girls. We’ll just wait for the next elevator.”
 
   Once on the street, the distant whooshing of Lake Shore Drive traffic drifted toward them and the girls, accustomed to the route, turned left and went the opposite way to an area that gave them wandering room.
 
   Rays from the late morning sun fell across the sidewalk and Lucie tilted her head back, letting the warmth caress her cheeks. This would be a good day. “Make a right at the corner, girls.”
 
   She stopped and pushed the walk button on the light pole. A white van made a right on red just as the light changed and Lucie was glad she’d waited. “Come, girls.”
 
   The smell of brewing coffee and frying bacon from the corner coffee shop sent her stomach into a frenzy. She was so ready for lunch. She’d lost five pounds since becoming a dog walker and she wanted those pounds back.
 
   A young man approached and stared down at the dogs. Lucie gripped the leash.
 
   “Nice looking dogs. Can I pet them?”
 
   A pulsing blazed up her arms. Hadn’t her father taught her not to trust strangers? She should keep walking. Particularly after yesterday’s dognapping.
 
   Deep breath. Calm down. Focus. The guy looked harmless enough, mid-twenties with curly dark hair and twinkling blue eyes. Any normal woman would love to chat him up. Not Lucie. Dognapping paranoia aside, Frankie had ruined her. Ruined. He was so damned good looking that she tended to grade all men on his curve. The Frankie Factor.
 
   Her teeth throbbed and she lightened up on the gnawing. She couldn’t live in fear. What were the chances she’d get dognapped again?
 
   Minimal.
 
   She was sure of it.
 
   Risking her face breaking apart, she smiled at him. “The girls are friendly.” Most of the time.
 
   Mr. Cutie squatted and—holy smokes—rather than attacking, the girls nuzzled into his legs. They must have sensed kindness in him. He rubbed both hands across the dogs, and Lucie resisted telling him the girls didn’t like to be patted on the head. This was surely a self-esteem issue due to their miniature size.
 
   When he tickled under Josie’s chin, she nearly swooned. For goodness sakes, at least play hard to get.
 
   But then the guy unclipped Josie’s end of the double leash and yesterday’s dognapping flashed in Lucie’s mind.
 
   Someone pushed her from behind, tossing her against the brick front of the coffee shop. The thought of landing on top of the girls sent stinging jolts up Lucie’s neck. She let go of the leash and crashed into the wall, her shoulder taking a direct hit.
 
   “Ooof.”
 
   The searing pain shot the length of her arm and the tips of her fingers tingled. A rush of air filled her mouth and she puffed it out. Not again.
 
   An El train rattled overhead and the sound ricocheted inside her skull. Lucie covered her ears and scanned the area. There they are. Three men ran down the street. Two of them had Josie and Fannie under an arm.
 
   “Hey!” Lucie gave chase. She had to save the dogs. A car turned onto the street and the driver glanced at her, but her mind failed and she missed the opportunity to yell. She ran harder, her feet slap, slap, slapping against the sidewalk as her lungs heaved with the effort. If she were in better shape, she’d be able to catch them.
 
   The pain in her shoulder ebbed to a dull ache, but she kept running. A little farther. That’s all.
 
   The men jumped into a white van sitting at the curb. Was it the one she’d seen turning the corner? Had to be. She reached it just as the door slid closed. The kuh-klunk of the latch catching exploded in her ears.
 
   “No.” She grabbed the door handle and yanked. Nothing. Please open. The van jerked forward, nearly pulling Lucie with it. She let go before she lost an arm.
 
   The van turned left on the next block. Gone. With Josie and Fannie. Gone.
 
   “Ohmygod, ohmygod, ohmygod.”
 
   With quivering fingers, she pulled her phone.
 
   “9-1-1, what’s your emergency?”
 
   “Help me. Please. My dogs have been stolen.” Tears slid down her throat and she coughed them away. No tears. “Send someone, please.”
 
   “What is your location?”
 
   Lucie spun, checked the address of the building behind her and gave it to the operator.
 
   Five minutes later, a Chicago P.D. squad pulled to the curb. Lucie ran to the car, hoping to see Officer Lindstrom behind the wheel. No Lindstrom. Typical of her luck.
 
   “Please. I’m Lucia Rizzo. They took my dogs. Two Shih-Tzus.” Lucie tapped her hand against her nose. “White with little black noses. They each had a fancy collar on. The van went that way,” she pointed down the block. “It turned left. Please. Help me.”
 
   The officer on the passenger side of the vehicle eased out. What was wrong with him? Didn’t he understand a crime had been committed? That Josie and Fannie were missing? Dognapped!
 
   “Tell me what happened, Ms. Rizzo.”
 
   He looked impossibly young, with cherub cheeks and the same uniform as Lindstrom. His clothes looked newer though, and he carried a fresh-out-of-the-academy attitude. Superiority. Just what she needed.
 
   She shook it off and gave the officers a description of the van. No, she hadn’t gotten a plate number. Yes, she was sure it was white. How would she miss that?
 
   The young officer jotted a note while his partner scanned the sidewalk. “You said they shoved you into the storefront?”
 
   “Yes, I crashed into the wall.”
 
   “Are you injured?”
 
   “My shoulder hurts. It doesn’t matter. I need to find the dogs.”
 
   The second officer, the older one, spoke into the microphone on his shoulder and gave dispatch a description of the van. He looked back to Lucie. “We’ll do a BOLO—”
 
   Again with the BOLO? Not that it did any good with Miss Elizabeth. “And that’s it? What about the dogs? We have to get them back. They could get hurt.”
 
   A second squad pulled up and out stepped Lindstrom. She rushed to him, her fists clenched in the air. “It happened again. Someone stole my dogs.”
 
   “I heard.” He turned to the other officers. “I handled her call yesterday. Ms. Rizzo has been hit twice.”
 
   “Are they show dogs?” the older cop asked Lucie.
 
   “No. But they look like it.”
 
   Her cell phone rang—what now?—and she pulled it from her pocket. Frankie. Shoot. Late for lunch. If she didn’t answer, he would worry. She always called if she would be late. “Hi. I’m sorry.”
 
   He laughed in that way that typically made her smile, but not today. “Is this what it has come to? You’re blowing me off?”
 
   “Josie and Fannie were stolen.”
 
   “What?”
 
   She nodded as though he could see her. “I was walking them. A guy came up, started talking to me, then two other guys pushed me over and grabbed them. Just bam.” Her voice caught and she sucked in a breath. “Oh my God, Frankie. What if they’re hurt?”
 
   “Are you hurt?”
 
   “No. Well, I crashed into the building and my shoulder is sore, but the dogs—”
 
   “I’ll be right there. Where are you?”
 
   She gave him the address and hung up. Lindstrom finished talking on his radio.
 
   “Okay, Ms. Rizzo. We have a detective on the way. He’ll be here in a few minutes. Meantime, we got a description of the van. Maybe we’ll grab these guys fast.”
 
   Lucie nodded. They had to find the dogs. She glanced at her watch. With every minute, they got farther away.
 
   Another call came in and the two new officers left.
 
   “I can’t believe this.” Two days in a row. Tears moistened her eyes and she blinked a couple of times.
 
   “Lucie,” Lindstrom said, “can you think of anyone who might want to do this to you?”
 
   “No. Why would someone do this to me?”
 
   “It could be the show dog thing. Could also be rotten luck you got hit twice. Or, these guys might be following you.”
 
   “Following me?”
 
   He shrugged. “Maybe they’ve seen you walking the dogs.”
 
   A gray Crown Victoria with a missing front hubcap and dented back quarter panel pulled behind Lindstrom’s squad. A tall, lanky guy with short strawberry blond hair got out. Must be the detective. He reached into the back seat for his suit jacket—a navy pinstripe—and slid it on.
 
   Lindstrom wandered over and conferred with the detective before they made their way back to her.
 
   “Ms. Rizzo,” strawberry blond said, “I’m Detective O’Brien. Are you all right?”
 
   His deep green eyes focused on her and she shifted under his scrutiny. He had a smattering of freckles across his cheeks and a crooked nose—probably broken a couple of times. From this proximity, she noticed the crispness of his white shirt and suddenly felt underdressed in her jeans, long-sleeved T-shirt and jacket.
 
   “We need to find the dogs,” Lucie said.
 
   He smiled, one of those killer smiles she imagined could make all sorts of things go his way. Frankie smiled like that when he humored people.
 
   “We’re working on it, Ms. Rizzo.” O’Brien glanced at his notepad then back up. “Your first name is Lucia?”
 
   “Yes. Everyone calls me Lucie.”
 
   And then she saw it, the flicker of recognition in those sharp green eyes. The wondering. The judgment. The disgust.
 
   “Yes,” she said. “Joe Rizzo is my father. Can we move on?”
 
   Lindstrom suppressed a smile and O’Brien inclined his head. “Of course. You filed a report yesterday about another stolen dog.”
 
   “That one was returned this morning,” Lindstrom said. He turned to Lucie. “I got your message. Didn’t have a chance to call you back.”
 
   Lucie nodded. “Mr. Darcy said Miss Elizabeth was on the porch this morning. He doesn’t know how she got there.”
 
   Lindstrom and O’Brien exchanged a look.
 
   “Do you have any idea who might have taken the dogs?” This from O’Brien.
 
   “No.”
 
   “You didn’t have an argument with anyone? Any kind of misunderstanding?”
 
   “No.”
 
   He raised his eyebrows. Expecting him to believe Joe Rizzo’s daughter could actually be an innocent victim would get her nowhere. Lucie tamped down the tirade spinning inside her. Concentrate on the dogs.
 
   “According to the officer, you’re the dog walker?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Luce!” Frankie’s voice boomed and an instant feeling of calm hit her. She turned and he was there, his arms open.
 
   “I’m okay.” She hugged him then slowly backed away. “This is Detective O’Brien and Officer Lindstrom.”
 
   Frankie held his hand out to O’Brien. “Frank Falcone.”
 
   The two men shook hands and the detective eyed Frankie for a minute longer than necessary. “Falcone?”
 
   This must look like the annual meeting of Mob Kids of America. Lucie made a show of rolling her eyes and Lindstrom grinned. “Yes. His father is Al Falcone. Can we move on? Please?”
 
   “Sure,” the detective said, but he was still looking at Frankie, and Lucie was about done with this cop and his curiosity. Once again, her father’s lifestyle had caused her embarrassment. This O’Brien guy was lumping her in as a lowlife, someone he could laughingly dismiss because of her family. Not today, pal.
 
   The reality was, based on who they were, O’Brien could be dreaming up some convoluted scheme where she and Frankie were involved in stealing the dogs.
 
   With her back to O’Brien, Lucie faced Frankie and hoped his mob-kid radar got it that the detective was distracted by their lineage. “Would you mind waiting over there?”
 
   The flash of understanding, that language she and Frankie had perfected over the years, sparked in his dark eyes and he squeezed her hand. “I’ll wait by that sign.”
 
    
 
   Frankie stood back while the detective did his thing. Mystified, he shook his head. Why was someone stealing Lucie’s dogs? And would she get hurt because of it?
 
   With her pinched mouth, she looked like she’d run a few hard miles. The mouth thing was her tell. Every time things got dicey, there it was.
 
   The cops appeared to be finishing, so Frankie dialed Joey.
 
   “Speak.”
 
   “Lucie got dogjacked. I need you downtown.”
 
   Joey laughed. “Get outta here.”
 
   “I’m not kidding. Three guys boosted those pains in the ass Shih-Tzus.”
 
   “Get outta here.”
 
   “Get moving. She’s a wreck and there’s no way she can drive. I have an editorial meeting at two. You need to pick her up at the Bernard place. I’ll get the scooter back to the Lutzes’ and deal with her car, but you gotta get her home. And don’t be a meathead about it.”
 
   Frankie glanced up and saw the detective handing Lucie a business card. “Hurry up. And don’t expect to be home too soon, because you know she’ll want to finish walking the rest of the dogs.”
 
   “Ah, crap.”
 
   Frankie disconnected and strode toward Lucie. “You okay?”
 
   She nodded yes, but he knew everything about that nod was a lie. Showing weakness in Lucie’s family was worse than death. From an early age, the Rizzo kids had been conditioned to survive, but Lucie loved these dogs, and having this happen while they were in her care would devastate her. Frankie kissed the top of her head. “We’ll find them.”
 
   Damn straight. He’d ask his father to get his crew on it because the stupid sons of bitches who stole those dogs didn’t realize they’d crossed Joe Rizzo’s daughter. Dumb schmucks.
 
   Lucie clutched his shirt in her hand. “What am I going to tell the Bernards?”
 
   It had to be a rhetorical question, right? He didn’t answer. Besides, what could she tell them other than the truth?
 
   “Frankie!”
 
   He stepped back and looked down at her. “Did you want me to answer that?” Her eyes nearly bulged and he backpedaled. “I thought it was a rhetorical question.”
 
   In addition to the bulging, she blinked. “Are you kidding?”
 
   He squeezed her arms. “Tell them the truth. This isn’t your fault. It could have happened to anyone.”
 
   “After what happened yesterday, I should have been more careful.”
 
   “How the hell could you have known these guys were going to grab the dogs?”
 
   “I knew I shouldn’t have trusted that guy when he wanted to pet them. They’re just innocent little dogs, and I didn’t fight for them.”
 
   The truth of it was, whoever took those dogs would get a whiff of the crap involved with dealing with them and would return them before nightfall. How Frankie would explain that to Lucie without her blowing a fuse on him, he didn’t know.
 
   “I called Joey.”
 
   “Oh, no.”
 
   “You shouldn’t drive. He’ll come and get you. I’ll take care of the scooter and your car.”
 
   “I can’t leave. I have work to do.”
 
   “He knows that. He’ll go with you and then take you home.”
 
   “I’m going to have to spend the next two hours with Joey? We’ll kill each other.”
 
   He held his hands up. “I told him not to be a meathead.”
 
   “Good luck with that.”
 
   “I have an editorial meeting I can’t miss, and I don’t want you to be alone.”
 
   Frankie pulled her in for a hug and she burrowed into his chest, swinging her head back and forth. “I have to get those dogs back, Frankie. I have to.”
 
   “We’ll get ‘em back.”
 
   With my father’s help.
 
   ***
 
    
 
   That evening, with still no sign of the girls, Lucie sat in her micro-bedroom distracting herself with a spreadsheet.
 
   The whirring of her laptop filled the silence as she perused her financial report. Two trunk shows had netted three thousand dollars. Three thousand smackers peddling dog accessories? It sounded crazy, but the weekend total on her spreadsheet said so, and the stack of cash sitting on her battered card table wasn’t a hallucination.
 
   Coco Barknell.
 
   Maybe Frankie had something there.
 
   Just because she’d gotten laid off from her banking job didn’t mean she couldn’t use her skills elsewhere. No rightsizing, not to mention being a target in a dognapping scheme, would bring her down. If there was one thing the Rizzo family had, it was stamina. Years of watching her father go through legal troubles had conditioned her for life’s ups and downs.
 
   She brought her gaze back to the spreadsheet.
 
   Coco Barknell could be her side business while she hunted for a real job. Heck, it could get her out of her parents’ house and living on her own. That was a plan she could work with.
 
   She leaned forward to the pile of printouts on the desk and rifled through them. What did she do with that list of doggie clients?
 
   More paper shuffling. Not here. Dining room table?
 
   She wandered downstairs and the quiet of the house set her on edge. The only thing that would account for the quiet was Joey either being out or lining up a juvenile ambush.
 
   Lucie peeked around the banister. No Joey. Just her mother standing in the dining room. Light from the brass fixture bounced off her hair while she steamed dog coats hanging from an old clothing rack Lucie had found in the basement. The garment rack sat wedged between Grandma Rizzo’s walnut table and breakfront, the only place it fit without Joey, the one who would never move out of his parents’ home, throwing a tantrum. The house just didn’t have room to spare for a rolling closet.
 
   Mom wore a pair of gray cotton pants with a thick-seamed pocket across the side of the thigh. A modern cargo pant. She paired the cargos with a snug white T-shirt and a light pink cardigan. When had her mother become hip?
 
   Lucie ran a hand over the coats that had already been steamed and the softness tickled her hand. She made these. Producing dog accessories might not be a global initiative, but losing her job would not define her. She’d bounce back.
 
   “Mom, I’ll do that. I didn’t leave it there for you.”
 
   Her mother turned, steamer in hand, and smiled. “I don’t mind. It’s fun. Reminds me of my days as a seamstress. When I worked in that men’s store on Franklin Avenue, your father used to buy clothes just so I could alter them.”
 
   Lucie laughed. “As Dad always says, he laid eyes on you and that was the end of it.” She’d heard the story a hundred times and never tired of it. One thing about her father, he had the single-minded fortitude to complete a job. Whatever that job might be.
 
   “Do you miss doing alterations, Mom?”
 
   “Sometimes.” She turned back to the steaming. “I miss the interaction.”
 
   Lucie shoved a few scraps of fabric, a tape measure and a box of beads around the table, but didn’t see her report. “Shoot.”
 
   “What are you looking for?”
 
   “A client list with names and addresses and what they’ve purchased. There are numbers handwritten in the margins.”
 
   “I haven’t seen it.” Mom gestured to the coat she’d been steaming. “I like this.”
 
   Lucie glanced at the tiny bright pink coat for the Jaspers’ poodle. “Thanks. It needs something, but I’m not sure what.”
 
   Lucie pushed at more fabric. Where the heck was that spreadsheet? “Where’s Joey? Maybe he moved that report.”
 
   That gave her mother a laugh.
 
   “Honey, if I can’t get him to pick up his socks, he’s not going to move something that belongs to either one of us.”
 
   “True.” Joey needed to move out and learn some lessons about taking care of himself. Then again, why should he? Mom did all his laundry and he came and went as he pleased. Joey never had to respond to questions regarding his whereabouts, or lack of marriage plans.
 
   “Besides, he’s working.”
 
   Yet another amusing statement. “Hanging out at the bar around the corner where the owner allows him to run his bookmaking business is not working. All he does is sit on a barstool and take bets.”
 
   The doorbell rang. A second later, the door flew open and Rosanne, Lucie’s BFF, swung through, her long sable hair flying behind her. Her floor-length mink coat flapped open as she strode toward them in leather boots, a black miniskirt and a cashmere sweater. As usual, she wore just the right amount of makeup on her dark eyes. She didn’t need it. Not with cheekbones that could carve through pavement and skin that glowed despite the offerings of a recently hard winter. Yep, Ro could be president of Beautiful People of America.
 
   “Hellooooo,” she called, strutting toward them on her mile-long legs.
 
   “Hey.” Lucie looked her up and down. “It’s almost April. You should put the mink away.”
 
   “You should slap yourself.”
 
   Lucie laughed. Roseanne’s husband had given her the coat for Christmas and it was a staple in her wardrobe. Fur coats weren’t Lucie’s style, but this silky deep chocolate number could make her a believer. The citizens of Franklin didn’t seem to wonder how a thirty-year-old town council member could afford such an expense, but perhaps they had adjusted to politicians in this fine town shaking hands while grabbing an envelope stuffed with money.
 
   “Hi, Mrs. R,” Ro said.
 
   Mom smiled a greeting at Ro, and, steamer in hand, gestured to the pink coat. “Do you think this coat needs something?”
 
   Despite wearing the mink in fifty-five degree weather, Ro had a blazing sense of style. 
 
   The thing about Ro, she might be beautiful, but she’d take someone down if necessary. Which is what happened when Tiffy Nelson tried to beat up a much smaller Lucie in the third grade. Ro, being one of the cool girls, stepped in and put the fear of God into Tiffy. From that point on, nobody messed with Lucie. And Lucie never forgot what Ro had done for her. That’s what Italian girls did. They protected their friends. Without question. In Lucie’s crazy world, friendships like that were a gift.
 
   Ro fingered the pink coat. “This is obviously for a small dog, yes?”
 
   Lucie nodded.
 
   “Rhinestones around the collar. Just a few.” She zeroed in on another coat. “But, honey, this animal print is a hot mess.”
 
   Lucie scooped up the offending jacket. “What’s wrong with it?”
 
   “You cannot mix multicolor stones with an animal print. Well, you could, but your high-end people won’t buy it. This is too trashy for your line.”
 
   Coco Barknell.
 
   Lucie stared at the animal print. “I’ll take the stones off and put them on the pink one.”
 
   Ro’s lips parted and she gasped. “Have I taught you nothing? You need tiny rhinestones for the pink one. These blue stones will be a disaster on that coat.”
 
   Here we go with the drama.
 
   “You know what?” Ro continued. “I’m going to help you out here. Nothing leaves this house until I sign off. I will not let you take anything gaudy to these uber-rich people. They’ll eat you alive. I love you too much to let that happen.”
 
   No one ever said Lucie was the next Donna Karan. Besides, she hated dreaming up new designs. “Deal. I’ll even pay you.”
 
   “You’ll pay me? Slap yourself.” Her gaze moved to Lucie’s navy sweater and khaki pants. “Go change. You’ve had a rough couple of days with these dognappings. I’m taking you to dinner.”
 
   Lucie puckered.
 
   “You are not wearing that. You look like a first grade teacher.”
 
   “What’s wrong with first grade teachers?”
 
   “Nothing, if you are one, which you’re not. Now go.” She waved her red tipped fingers. “Chop, chop.”
 
   Lucie turned to her mother. “When Joey gets back, would you please ask him if he moved that spreadsheet? It has hand written projections on it and I need it.”
 
   Not to mention, she didn’t want the names and addresses of her “uber-rich” clients floating around. God only knew who Joey paraded through here and what they would do with that information.
 
   Mom stood. “Sorry, honey, I’m going out. It’s casino night at church and I told Father Hugh I’d be there.”
 
   “Does Joey know you’re going? Seeing as you’re not allowed to leave the stoop without him knowing where you’ve gone.”
 
   Joey’s overprotectiveness had been getting on Mom’s nerves lately, and Lucie couldn’t help but tease her about it.
 
   “He’d better not be on the porch tonight when I get home. He embarrassed me to no end with that stunt.”
 
   “He’s a total nutball.” Lucie said to Ro. “Mom went out to dinner with some friends one night, didn’t tell Joey, and then had the nerve to forget to turn her cell phone on. Joey was stalking the front lawn when Mom’s friend dropped her off. Before she even got out of the car, he started hollering about her checking in once in a while. Ugly scene. ”
 
   “That’s actually kind of hot,” Ro said. “All that protectiveness?”
 
   “Ew.”
 
   “You don’t see it because he’s your brother. Trust me. It’s hot.”
 
   Mom shook off a cringe. “I love him, but he’s twisted.”
 
   No matter what kind of lunacy invaded this house, Mom always loved them. That alone earned Lucie’s undying adoration. “I’ll tell him you’re at church. Leave your phone on.”
 
   “Yes, dear.” Mom kissed her cheek, grabbed her purse from the buffet and walked out the back door.
 
   Ro continued her inspection of coats. “This piece is a total loss.” She stopped at the large rhinestone on the neckline of one of the items and let out a low whistle. “Hello, my sweet.”
 
   “What?” Lucie asked.
 
   “You used a real diamond on here?”
 
   Lucie rolled her eyes. What the hell was Ro thinking? Real diamonds. Why use real stones on dog accessories? Furthermore, where would she get the money for such an expense?
 
   “It’s not real. That coat was from the first batch. I used whatever stones I found in my attic stash.”
 
   “Luce, I’m telling you, this is a real stone.”
 
   A banging started behind Lucie’s eyes. Maybe it was panic, she wasn’t sure, but she flicked a glance to the stone in question.
 
   When Ro reached across the table to inspect another coat, Lucie moved beside her. “How can that be?”
 
   Ro tilted her head. “Are you questioning whether I can tell the difference between real and fake stones?”
 
   Point scored there. “Well…no, but I don’t understand how it could be real.”
 
   Ro motioned to the empty Notre Dame glass sitting on the table. “Give me that,”
 
   Lucie handed it over. “Why?”
 
   After tapping on the outside of the glass, Ro set it upside down on the table. “We’ll do a scratch test. Diamonds are the hardest stones. If this stone is real, it’ll scratch the glass. The harder mineral will always scratch the softer one.”
 
   Now that was impressive. At least Lucie thought so. “I can’t believe you know that.”
 
   “I did research when we were shopping for my wedding ring.”
 
   If Ro was right about the diamond, they had problems. First, how did a real diamond get into the craft supplies? Were there others? And, more importantly, who did it belong to?
 
   Had Lucie unknowingly been selling real stones? “Let’s do this test.”
 
   She could go straight to hell for this. Bless me, Father for I have sinned, I had no idea I was selling someone else’s jewelry.
 
   Had this sparkling stone caused the chaos of the past two days? 
 
   The stone clinked upon contact with the glass, but went silent as Ro dragged it across the surface. The only sound in the room became a mixture of soft breathing and a hissing from the floor vent as the furnace kicked on.
 
   Suddenly, Ro gasped and Lucie craned to see a smooth white line in the stone’s trail.
 
   “Oh, crap,” Lucie said before everything went black.
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter Four
 
    
 
   “Wake up, sister.”
 
   Ro’s voice. Time to get up. Lucie’s eyelids sat like bricks over her eyes. No movement.
 
   Something pointy dug into her hip. “Wake up.”
 
   Gentle Ro had left the building. No mistake there. Lucie squeezed her eyes shut then tried to open them again. Too heavy. Finally, she wrenched her eyelids up. Ro stood over her, eyebrows drawn together, looking…pissed off. Typical. “What happened?”
 
   “You passed out.” Ro held out her hand to help Lucie sit up.
 
   That’s right. The vision of Ro scraping the stone against the glass flashed in Lucie’s mind. Ohmygod.
 
   “You okay? Can you get to a chair?”
 
   Lucie pushed off the floor and into a chair. “I don’t understand.”
 
   Ro picked up the coat with the diamond. “We need to figure out what we’re dealing with here. None of these other stones look real. They’re also smaller than the real one. Where did this big one come from?”
 
   Was Ro swaying? Lucie dropped her head into her hands. “All the stones I used in the beginning came from the box in the attic. I hadn’t touched that box since I was in college.”
 
   Ro scratched the remaining stones against the glass and tossed them aside. Obviously nothing amiss. “So, you took them from the box and then what?”
 
   “Nothing. I started playing with different designs. Most of the stones were separated into bags by size. One bag had different sized stones, but I didn’t think much of it.” She pointed at the diamond. “I took this stone from that bag.”
 
   “Where’s the bag?”
 
   “Upstairs.” Lucie jumped from her chair, felt a wave of vertigo slam her and steadied herself against the table. “Ro, were those poor dogs stolen so the diamonds could be recovered? The stupid dognappers didn’t know I never used the real stone on anything but the test coat.”
 
   “Don’t get crazy. Let’s just see what we’ve got here.”
 
   Joey.
 
   That made no sense though. He knew she was using the supplies from the attic and never bothered to stop her. He was an ass, but he wouldn’t put her in danger. Never. She charged up the stairs and retrieved the bag of odd-sized stones from her desk.
 
   Lucie handed the bag to Ro and dialed Joey’s cell.
 
   “What is it? I’m working.”
 
   Working. Whatever. “Can you come home for five minutes? Ro and I need to show you something,”
 
   “Is Roseanne running through the house naked?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Then I can’t come home.”
 
   Lucie gripped the phone tighter because marching around the block and bludgeoning him with a barstool suddenly seemed like a good idea. “I need you to come home. Now.”
 
   “Seems to me it’s all about what you need lately. I’m filled up.”
 
   Leave it to him to make this difficult. Fine. She’d play. “Okay. Ro and I will figure out how a real diamond got into my craft stuff. Thanks for your help, jackass.” She hung up, punching the button so hard she split a nail. Damn him for that, too.
 
   “I’m guessing he’s not coming home,” Ro cracked.
 
   “Not unless you’re naked.”
 
   She tapped her fingers against her lips. “No. I won’t do that.”
 
   She’d actually considered it?
 
   “I’ll have to check the diamond chart I have, but this stone looks to be about fifteen to twenty carats.”
 
   Holy cow. Even as she dropped into the chair, Lucie wondered if the boulder in her chest would eventually suffocate her. She grabbed the phone again. “I’ll try Frankie.” She stared at Ro while waiting for the line to connect. “I don’t understand how you can be so calm.”
 
   Ro began checking the remaining stones. “I may appear calm, but I am, in fact, about to birth a double-wide.”
 
   Four rings later, just before Lucie’s call went to voicemail, Frankie picked up. “How’s it going over there?”
 
   “Terrible.”
 
   The clickety-clack of his keyboard in the background went silent. “This should be good.”
 
   The back door opened and Lucie stepped into the doorway separating the kitchen and dining room to see who it was. Joey. “I thought you were busy cracking skulls.”
 
   Joey stomped into the dining room. “What’s this crap about diamonds?”
 
   “What diamonds?” Frankie wanted to know.
 
   She focused on her brother. “Oh, now you’re willing to help?”
 
   “What diamonds?” Frankie yelled.
 
   “Hang on.” Lucie punched the speaker button and placed the phone on the dining room table. “I’m going to do this once and the two of you can enlighten me.”
 
   “Uh-oh,” Frankie said.
 
   “Ro just informed me that I used a real diamond on my first dog coat.”
 
   “Please.” This from Frankie. “I think you’d know if you were using real jewels.” A hesitation. “Wouldn’t you?”
 
   “Apparently not. Ro did a scratch test to prove it. The stone left a groove in the bottom of a glass. And she thinks it’s fifteen carats.”
 
   Silence crowded the room. Even fat-mouthed Joey was struck mute.
 
   “How the hell?” Frankie finally said.
 
   “That’s what I want to know.” She turned to Joey. “Well?”
 
   “You think I put it there? Newsflash, genius; if I wanted to hide a real diamond, I’d do a hell of a lot better than putting it in your craft crap.”
 
   “That makes sense,” Ro said. “He’s no dummy.”
 
   All true. Never hurt to ask though.
 
   “Frankie?” Lucie asked. “Have you heard anything about this? Maybe from the guys at Petey’s?”
 
   “Hell no. I’d have told you.”
 
   Of course he would have, but desperation made a girl think odd things and Frankie holding out on her would be odd. Lucie sighed. “We need to figure out who this diamond belongs to.”
 
   “Could it be your dad’s?” Frankie asked.
 
   “I doubt it,” Joey said. “He’d have told me in case I had to move it.”
 
   Lucie twisted her fingers together. “Neither of you has heard about a diamond? Nothing?”
 
   “Not me,” Frankie said. “But the guys don’t talk about that stuff in front of me.”
 
   Joey looked pensive. “I’d have heard.”
 
   “It has to be stolen. Why else would it be hidden in my things?”
 
   And wasn’t that a screwed up scenario. Harboring stolen jewelry. They could all go to prison when they hadn’t even known about the stone. The police would never believe that.
 
   Not from the Rizzo clan.
 
   Lucie put her hand over her mouth in case the screaming in her head broke free. How the hell would they get out of this? Joe Rizzo’s family involved in stolen jewelry. Nobody would bat an eye.
 
   Trying to contain her internal hysteria, she turned to Joey. “We can’t tell Mom. Whatever this is, she can’t be involved. I don’t want her to worry. She’s been through enough with Dad.”
 
   “Luce,” Frankie said in his deep, strong voice. “Calm down.”
 
   So, apparently, containing her hysteria wasn’t working. Screw it. “How can I calm down? This is a nightmare.”
 
   “No kidding there,” Ro said.
 
   Lucie pressed both palms into her forehead. “We have to figure out how that stone got into the attic.”
 
   ***
 
    
 
   That night, Frankie stopped by the Rizzo’s after finishing at the newspaper. Lucie couldn’t remember a time she’d been so happy to see him. Simply put, Frankie deflated chaos.
 
   They stood in the dining room, staring at the newly discovered diamond in his hand.
 
   “Wow,” he said.
 
   Total understatement. She’d stepped in deep doo-doo this time. She leaned her head against his shoulder, felt the soft cotton of his dress shirt against her cheek and took sanctuary in the feel of him next to her. “This stone has to be what the dognappers are after.”
 
   Frankie held the diamond against the light. “I don’t know.”
 
   The wall clock chimed midnight. She could sleep for a week. “I checked my files. The stolen dogs all have coats and collars I made.”
 
   Using his index finger, Frankie rolled the diamond in his hand. “Are we sure this is real?”
 
   “According to Ro.”
 
   “And she became a gemologist when?”
 
   Lucie eyeballed him. “This is Ro. She doesn’t need a degree to spot a real stone.”
 
   He stared at her as if one of her eyes was hanging out. “And you guys went through all the other stones in the bag?”
 
   “Yes. All fakes.”
 
   Frankie laughed, but the sound—that little bit of sarcasm—expressed itself as anger. “Someone’s mutt could have been walking around with fifteen-carats on a collar.”
 
   If Lucie had used the real diamond, yes. She didn’t want to think about what would have happened then. “I need to hunt down every item I’ve sold and check for real diamonds.”
 
   “That’ll be a job.”
 
   “I don’t have a choice. If the dognappings are related to this, I can’t have my clients in danger.”
 
   At some point, with any luck, she’d find it all humorous. Lately, though, luck had been running last in the stretch. She grunted and dropped into one of the dining room chairs.
 
   “You okay?” Frankie asked.
 
   Not so much. No. “I don’t think so.”
 
   Stepping behind her, he set his hands on her shoulders and drove his fingers into aching muscles. “Your shoulders are tight.”
 
   “Can you blame me? I lost my job, moved back to the nuthouse and now I’m into diamond trafficking. I can handle the job loss and the nuthouse. The stolen jewelry taxes me.”
 
   Side note: check the penalties for unknowingly harboring stolen diamonds.
 
   “First off,” Frankie said, “we don’t know anything is stolen.”
 
   Despite the fact that his magic thumbs were plowing through the knots in her shoulders, Lucie shifted toward him. “You think this thing is a family heirloom that accidentally wound up in a box in the attic?”
 
   “I didn’t say that.”
 
   “Oh my God.”
 
   “What?”
 
   Lucie bolted from the chair and headed for the stairs. “I didn’t check the attic for more stones. I have another box up there.”
 
   “What about your mom?” 
 
   “She’s in her room. I’ll tell her I’m getting supplies down. She won’t think anything of it.”
 
   Ten minutes later, they dumped the box on the dining room table and were sifting through each of the plastic bags. Lucie wasn’t sure she’d recognize a real diamond, but at least now, she knew how to test anything suspicious.
 
   She studied a large stone, dragged it against her trusty Notre Dame glass. Nothing. Thank you. “Frankie, I should be down at police headquarters telling them about the diamond. But if I do that, it’ll look like someone in my family—namely my father—is into something hinky. And what if, insane as it might be, my father is innocent? The cops will never believe him.”
 
   Being a bright guy, Frankie held up his hands, obviously surrendering to the idea that, as much as the situation stunk, she was right.
 
   “How about I talk to my father about this? He’ll find out who the diamond belongs to and kick someone’s ass for being stupid enough to hide it in your house.”
 
   “No. I don’t want him involved. It’ll just make things worse.”
 
   Nobody messed with a boss. Or his family. And if they did, they suffered. One way or another, they suffered. She didn’t want to live with that. Nope. Not gonna happen. They were on their own with this one.
 
   And she had clients to think about. What a mess. “I can’t put the dogs in danger by walking them. I could be a target.”
 
   Frankie scratched his knuckles along the side of his face. “Hang on. Either Joey or I will walk with you. If you get dogjacked again, we’ll nab the guy. I promise you, Luce, no other dogs will get boosted while you’re walking them.”
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
  
 
   Chapter Five
 
    
 
   The sound of Aretha Franklin belting R-E-S-P-E-C-T pierced the darkened quiet of Lucie’s bedroom. She shot to a sitting position and snatched her cell phone off the nightstand.
 
   “Hello?” Her sleep clogged voice grumbled like a stalling tractor and she cleared her throat. “Hello?”
 
   “Lucie, this is Elaine Bernard. They’re back.”
 
   Huh? Who? Lucie jabbed two fingers into her eyes, then glanced at the clock. Six-oh-five.
 
   They’re back. Please. Let her be referring to the dogs. “Josie and Fannie?”
 
   “Yes. Lenny called a few minutes ago and said he had them in the lobby. Apparently, they were scratching the door to get in.”
 
   The thumping behind Lucie’s eyes gave way to waterworks. She swiped at the tears. What a wuss. Her father would be disappointed.
 
   “They look fine,” Mrs. Bernard said, “but we’re taking them to the vet to be sure.”
 
   The poor things had been through an ordeal. They could have internal injuries. Or be traumatized. Dogs could suffer horrible post-traumatic stress. She had to make it up to them. “Would you like me to do that for you? No charge of course. I feel horrible about what happened.”
 
   Mrs. Bernard got quiet. Why would this woman trust Lucie with her dogs again? Mr. Darcy hadn’t. Why should anyone trust her with their dogs? She flopped on the bed and absorbed the screeching sound of her backup job careening to a halt.
 
   “Oh, well—” Yep, here it comes, the kick to the curb. “—if you wouldn’t mind, that would actually help me out. We’re not blaming you for what happened. We know you love the girls.”
 
   Maybe the backup job had a chance. “Absolutely.”
 
   How the hell she’d get the other dogs walked and take the girls to the vet, Lucie had no idea. “Do you know what time?”
 
   “No. The vet doesn’t open until eight. I’ll let you know.”
 
   Lucie disconnected and smacked the phone against her lips. Suddenly she needed an assistant dog walker. Unfortunately for her—or him, depending on how they looked at it—the only other person who knew the route, because he’d done it with her yesterday, was Joey. Asking him would require that she not only swallow her pride, but also digest it. Ugh.
 
   Coco Barknell.
 
   The little voice, Frankie’s voice, tickled her thoughts and warmed her. This dog walking thing might have been a small side job, but it provided income. Plus, she had to protect her reputation. Mrs. Bernard could have easily blamed Lucie for the loss of her dogs, yet she chose to trust her.
 
   A good businesswoman would cherish that trust. Even if it meant dealing with Joey.
 
   An hour later, she heard the toilet flush through two closed doors and, assuming it was Joey, cornered him. At least he’d thrown a pair of shorts on his otherwise naked body. Well, she assumed he was naked beneath the shorts. All he ever talked about was how he slept naked because he turned into an inferno in pajamas. As if she wanted to know that. Ew.
 
   “Are you out of your flippin’ mind?” Joey asked from the bathroom doorway.
 
   “You owe me.”
 
   “For what?”
 
   “For every rotten thing you ever did to me. And, if you don’t help, I’ll tell Dad when I visit him this weekend.”
 
   Talk about hitting a man where he lives, but their father finding out Joey wasn’t doing right by his family would give her brother loose bowel movements. Lucie shook her head. “And you know Dad. He’ll hold his two fingers together and say ‘this is you, this is your brother. These fingers better never come apart.’”
 
   Total blackmail. It should have sickened her. Should have made her feel like pond scum.
 
   Eh, she didn’t mind so much. For once, she held the power.
 
   Joey put her in a headlock and gave her a noogie that would scar her scalp. “You are a sneaky little witch.”
 
   “Ow. That hurts. Knock it off.”
 
   He pushed her away. “I’m not riding that butt-ugly scooter. You’ll have to pay my parking.”
 
   Parking wouldn’t be cheap, but she supposed that was fair. She held out her hand to seal the deal. “Agreed.”
 
   Joey clasped her hand, gave it a hard pump. “Deal.”
 
   She wanted to think the angels were singing because she and Joey had actually agreed on something—without screaming—but the only feeling was a warm blood rush. Maybe her brother was human.
 
   “By the way,” Lucie said. “Did you find a spreadsheet of mine? I had handwritten notes on it.”
 
   Joey twisted his mouth. “Why would I care about some spreadsheet?”
 
   “I can’t find it. And Mom hasn’t seen it.”
 
   “Sorry, kid.” He went back to his room and shut the door.
 
   “You need to walk Otis at ten o’clock.”
 
   “Whatever.”
 
   “I’m serious.”
 
   No answer. Clearly, he understood. She smacked her hands together. Now all she had to do was figure out what happened to that damned spreadsheet.
 
    
 
   ***
 
   Lucie arrived at the Bernards’ just after nine o’clock and found Mrs. B. talking with Detective O’Brien. Him again. Great. The detective wore a black suit with a crisp white shirt and Mrs. B. looked equally polished in a pair of cream slacks and a matching blazer. Lucie, in her jeans and Notre Dame sweatshirt, missed the memo about the dress code for this party.
 
   Josie and Fannie barreled down the hallway and landed in front of Lucie, dancing by her feet and pawing at them. She dropped to her knees and gave each dog an enthusiastic rub. “Hi, girls. I’m so happy to see you.”
 
   An onslaught of licking ensued and Lucie giggled at the feel of their warm tongues against her neck.
 
   “I guess they’re happy to see you, Ms. Rizzo.” Detective O’Brien smiled, and the ease of it made Lucie think he might be a dog person.
 
   “I’m happy to see them.”
 
   “How’s the shoulder today?”
 
   “A little sore.” Lucie set the girls back and stood. “Party is over, girls. We need to leave in a few minutes.”
 
   The girls scampered down the marbled hallway into one of the bedrooms, and Lucie turned to Detective O’Brien. Looking at those green eyes and freckles would never be hard labor, but the man wasn’t her type. Besides, he always looked at her as though he wanted to figure out her angle.
 
   No angle. Just an out-of-work banker trying to flee her father’s reputation.
 
   “Do you have any idea why anyone would take the dogs?” Lucie asked. Talk about a fishing expedition.
 
   O’Brien gestured to Mrs. B. “We were just talking about that. It’s fairly common among show dogs. It could also happen with rare breeds. The dog is stolen so it can be bred and the perpetrators sell the puppies.”
 
   Lucie gasped. “That’s awful. Don’t they know what these animals mean to their families?”
 
   O’Brien responded with that patronizing half smile people gave her when it came to issues surrounding her father.
 
   “Right,” she said. “They don’t care.”
 
   He flipped his notebook closed and slid it into his jacket pocket. “The good news is the dogs are safe.”
 
   “That’s the important thing.”
 
   “Ladies, thank you. Call me if there’s anything else.”
 
   Lucie sidled up behind him. “Is the case closed?”
 
   “We’ll keep a lookout for the van, but it’s unlikely we’ll find it. You never know though.”
 
   Basically, the case was closed. She wasn’t sure if that was a good thing. At least she wouldn’t have the police sniffing around as she hoarded a monster of a stolen diamond.
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Joey hustled down the short block to the Lutz place. Being a half-second off schedule would get him in a load of trouble with Lucie, and he didn’t want to hear her yapping.
 
   All in all, it wasn’t a bad day to be helping. The sun shone at high-voltage and the temps were supposed to hit sixty. This deal could have been worse. Maybe he’d schlep the mutt down to the lakefront. Weren’t dogs chick magnets?
 
   He glanced at the house next to him, a rockin’ three-story brownstone with a gated front yard. Who the hell put a gate around a four-foot lawn?
 
   Whatever. The Lutz place was yet another sweet-looking brownstone. This one didn’t have a gate so he marched up to the garage, punched in the code and the door eased open. Any other day, it would have shocked the living hell out of him that Lucie trusted him with the code. But what the hell? Did she think he’d rob the place? She was his sister. Even if he liked annoying the crap out of her, he wouldn’t screw her over by robbing one of her clients.
 
   The dog started howling inside the house. Otis. Good name for a bulldog.
 
   As he was told, Joey bent low to block Otis from bolting when the door opened. Sure enough, the little bastard tried to run, but a body block took care of that and Joey edged his way into the house.
 
   “Step back, you little turd.”
 
   Otis responded by clamping his jaw around the bottom of Joey’s jeans and snarling like a son of a bitch.
 
   “These are new jeans. Back off.”
 
   The dog, still attached, showed his teeth and tried to back away.
 
   I should strangle this bastard.
 
   Instead, Joey reached down, unhooked Otis’s jaw and shoved him back. “No.” He put a little mean into it to show this hound who the alpha was. Otis plopped his ass down.
 
   “You know it.”
 
   With the alpha-war settled, Joey grabbed the leash off the hook and snapped it on. He needed to get this walk done. Helping his sister would only take him so far.
 
   “Let’s hit it. You need to do your thing so I can get out of here.”
 
   Otis blasted through the door, nearly taking Joey’s arm with him. The runt stopped just outside the garage and Joey punched the button. Otis shot off, forcing him to reel in the leash.
 
   “You are not gonna drag me around, pal. Just telling ya.”
 
   Dogs needed to know who the pack leader was. Joey loved being pack leader.
 
   He stopped a few times along the route and let the junior alpha do his thing. No problem there. The poop-scooping bags were holed up in a small dispenser attached to the leash, and Joey eyeballed them with the disdain of a man going to the electric chair. He hoped the dog would crap in an inconspicuous place so he could avoid the off chance somebody he knew would see him cleaning up the mess. This was embarrassing.
 
   The sound of fast footsteps behind him sent a stinging warning up his neck.
 
   He shifted the leash to his left hand before turning. Sure enough, some butthole—a big one—holding a steel choker-chain, came right for him.
 
   Whoa. Now at full stride, the guy raised the chain overhead and shouted, “The dog. Give up the dog.”
 
   With a second to spare, Joey flicked his wrist and the leash jettisoned from his hand.
 
   “Run, Otis.”
 
   Otis charged away, leash trailing behind. The butthole glanced at Joey, raised the chain overhead and swung. The loop at the end bit into Joey’s left shoulder and a sweltering burst of pain blasted across his back. His legs buckled and he fell to one knee.
 
   Get it together, man.
 
   “I wanted that dog,” Butthole said.
 
   A juicy adrenaline buzz ripped through Joey and he knew he could kill this son of a bitch. If he wanted to. Right now, he needed to defend himself.
 
   A rattling sound drew his attention. He looked up; saw the glint of steel coming at him, and the chain sliced across his forearm. He winced at the contact but caught the loop end of the chain and yanked.
 
   Butthole toppled forward, taking the chain with him. He rolled to his back and swung at Joey’s legs, but the links sailed out of his grip and dropped to the lawn.
 
   Joey dove and straddled his attacker’s chest. He was about to unleash a downward punch when Otis ran back, snarled and latched onto the attacker’s pants. The guy kicked out and blasted Otis close to his ribs. The yelp shattered Joey’s eardrum. He clamped his hand over the guy’s throat. “You kick that dog again and you’re done.”
 
   “Arghhh.”
 
   Joey eased the pressure and stuck his knee into the guy’s chest. “Are you out of your friggin’ mind coming at me? Do you know who I am?”
 
   A gurgling came from Butthole’s mouth. “Want…the…collar.”
 
   “I’ll ask again. Do you know who the hell I am? Because if you do, you’d know there is no way I’m letting you near this dog. He’s a pain in the ass, but word gets out that I got dogjacked, I’m a laughingstock. I should beat you for being stupid.”
 
   Joey leaned in and the guy groaned. “Are you the guy that boosted those dogs from my sister?”
 
   “No.”
 
   The guy’s face turned a nice tomato red. Liar. “Leave her alone.”
 
   “Can’t.”
 
   The sound of screeching tires sent Otis into a growling fit. A white van barreled around the corner and Otis jumped for it. On instinct, Joey reached for him and, using the opportunity, Butthole bucked hard, knocked Joey off-balance and sent him to the pavement. His hip connected with the concrete and a tearing sensation shot down his leg.
 
   The dogjacker rolled to his feet and Joey made a grab for him, but the guy slipped away. 
 
   Otis lurched forward and Joey snatched up the leash before bursting into a run.
 
   No dice. The dogjacker reached the corner and jumped into the van before they could catch up.
 
   Joey skidded to a stop, accidentally clotheslining Otis who was still in a dead run. He gagged once before giving Joey the what-the-hell look. “Sorry, pal.”
 
   The sharp odor of the van’s wheels burning rubber sent the dog sniffing all around. Joey bent over, sucking air through his nose as the sinking edge of adrenaline disappeared. He hated the come down.
 
   With the excitement over, Otis squatted and took the mother of all dumps right on the sidewalk.
 
   “Oh, man. That’s nasty.”
 
   Regardless, he let Otis finish and then did the deal with the poop-scooping bags. Lucie had supplied antiseptic wipes and he cleaned his hands before pulling his phone from his pocket to call Frankie, who had the day off. He’d better freaking answer.
 
   “Hey,” Frankie said.
 
   “Some dumbass just tried to boost Otis.”
 
   “No way.”
 
   “Yes way. This guy has got to be whacked to come at me. And he wanted the collar.”
 
   “Lucie guessed right.”
 
   “Looks like.”
 
   On the other end of the phone, Frankie stayed silent. Otis gave the leash a tug. Might as well finish the damn walk.
 
   “Joey, don’t tell Luce about this. She’ll freak. I’m calling my father. Maybe he can figure out where that diamond came from. Then we’ll tell her. Meantime, we’ll have to keep walking with her.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I can take the morning shift, but I need to be at work by two. You’ll be with her in the afternoons.”
 
   “Hey, I got my own business to run.”
 
   “Please,” Frankie said before hanging up.
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Craving some answers along with a meatball sandwich, Frankie walked the two blocks from his house to Petey’s. Maybe his father would be there and he could get with him on this dognapping thing. The only good news so far was that it was Joey who got hit this morning rather than Lucie. Joey could defend himself better.
 
   Lucie had her own form of toughness. Precisely why Frankie was only mildly concerned over ignoring her request to keep his father out of this diamond issue. But when it came to her safety, some things were worth the risk. The way Frankie figured, he hadn’t actually said he wouldn’t speak to his father.
 
   Reaching?
 
   Probably.
 
   Too bad.
 
   Keeping Lucie safe was the priority, even if she didn’t agree with his methods.
 
   He turned the corner and spotted a Franklin P.D. cruiser double-parked in front of the luncheonette. Jimmy Two-Toes’ Caddie was right behind it. Chances were Frankie’s father would be here because wherever his father went, Jimmy was usually close by.
 
   The bell on the door jangled when Frankie opened it, and the cop at the counter—an old high school classmate—looked over.
 
   “Hey, Brian.”
 
   “How ya doin’, Frankie?”
 
   The chatter from the tables mixed with Sinatra and the smell of garlic and baking bread converged on Frankie. Not much beat fresh-baked Italian bread with crust so hard it could split a lip.
 
   The place, the people, the smells, might as well be part of his DNA. That’s how well he knew it. And Lucie wanted him to give it up.
 
   “Ho!” Jimmy Two-Toes yelled. “Frankie’s here.”
 
   Sitting with Jimmy at the four-top table were Slip and Lemon. Slip got his name because the government could never get any charges to stick. Lemon; who knew? But that poor bastard had jumped off a two-story building some years back and landed with one foot in a garbage can and one out. That would teach him to run from the cops.
 
   Frankie looked around. A few of the tables were occupied, but the people weren’t locals or he would have recognized them.
 
   “Your father is in back,” Lemon said. “He’ll be right out.”
 
   Translation: he’s talking business, don’t go back there. Somewhere along the line, Frankie had gotten used to this life. He couldn’t say he was comfortable with his father’s occupation, but had grudgingly accepted it. What else could he do?
 
   He made his way to the counter to order. “Anybody need anything?”
 
   “We just ate,” Jimmy said.
 
   Petey, dressed in his usual track pants and white T-shirt, handed Brian his sandwich and he took it to one of the corner tables.
 
   “Meatball?” Petey asked, retying his grease-stained white apron. The apron tended to slide under his growing belly and he had to keep hiking it up. Between the gut and the thinning gray hair, Petey looked way beyond his fifty-five years.
 
   “Throw some mozzarella on it,” Frankie said.
 
   “Living a little today, eh?”
 
   Frankie considered responding with scathing sarcasm but decided to let it go. He probably deserved it since a meatball sandwich was the only thing he ever ordered. And wasn’t that one of Lucie’s complaints? That he liked his meatball sandwiches from Petey’s? And why not? Petey made an exceptional meatball.
 
   “Kid,” his father yelled, emerging from the back room wearing a white dress shirt with no tie and tan dress pants. His typical daytime look.
 
   “Hey, Pop.”
 
   “Petey, feed my son.” His father clapped him on the back once, put a hand on his shoulder and pushed him into a chair. “You off today?” Pop snagged an unoccupied chair from another table, hitched his pants up and sat.
 
   “Yeah. Can I get a minute outside?”
 
   Away from any bugs planted in here.
 
   His father angled his chin toward the back door. “Sure.”
 
   Frankie opened the door leading to the alley and the pungent smell of four days’ worth of garbage smacked into him. He held his breath for a minute.
 
   “What’s up?” his father asked, clearly oblivious to the smell.
 
   “This dognapping thing with Lucie took a turn.”
 
   Pop crossed his arms, readying himself for bad news. “What happened?”
 
   This was where his famous temper could fire. He had promised to take care of the Rizzo family while Joe was in prison, and he took that promise seriously. Someone hiding a stolen diamond in Joe’s house would be a serious infraction.
 
   Here goes. “Lucie found a real diamond in her craft supplies.”
 
   His father stared at him, his face full of nothing in particular, and Frankie wondered if he’d understood.
 
   “Heh?” Pop finally said.
 
   “Yeah. It’s nuts. Roseanne found it and did a scratch test. It’s real.”
 
   “Whose is it?”
 
   “We don’t know. Joey doesn’t think it belongs to their father and Lucie won’t ask Theresa. She doesn’t want to upset her. We think someone hid it in her dog accessory crap and that’s why the dogs are getting boosted. We’re guessing the dognappers think one of the dogs is running around with the diamond on it. Joey just got—”
 
   “Hang on, Frankie. You’re telling me you think someone snuck into Joe’s house and put that diamond there?”
 
   “Exactly.”
 
   “No chance.”
 
   Disagreeing with his father had never gotten him anywhere, but in this instance, he needed to try. “How else would it have gotten there? If it was Joe’s, he would have told Joey about it.”
 
   Pop ran his palm across his lips, curled his fingers around his mouth and blew air into his hand. “A diamond.”
 
   “Yeah. So far it’s the only one. Lucie is checking her stock to make sure.”
 
   “That’s good. Does Joe know about this?”
 
   “Not about the diamond. Joey talked to him on the phone and told him about the dognappings to see what his reaction would be, but that’s it. Joey is convinced Joe doesn’t know about the diamond.”
 
   The screen door, one of those rickety wooden deals, flew open and smacked against the brick building. Jimmy stuck his head out. “Ho, your meatball is ready.”
 
   Frankie did a thumbs-up. “Thanks.” Jimmy went inside and Frankie turned to his father. “Can you ask around? See if you can find out about this diamond? Who it belongs to?”
 
   “It better not be one of my guys. I’ll tell you that much.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Lucie sat at her mother’s dining room table setting a new collar for a customer Mrs. Lutz had referred. The dog’s owner was a stickler for detail, and Lucie wanted to get the placement of the rhinestones in a perfect X pattern. Not so easy on a collar barely an inch wide.
 
   The lack of sound in the house brought an odd sense of peace. Her parents’ home usually equaled a fair amount of stress, but now, with Joey and her mother out, Lucie thought about family get-togethers—Christmas, Easter, birthdays—that happened here.
 
   She smiled to herself, reminiscing about parties where loud voices barking orders mingled with the laughter of friends and extended family.
 
   One thing about her family, they threw a great party.
 
   Someone knocked on the front door. Shoot. She’d have to put the collar down and risk the stones shifting. Her go-to Notre Dame glass caught her eye. She picked it up, slammed the last of the diet pop hugging the bottom and turned the glass on its side. After stabilizing the glass between two bead containers, she draped the collar over it to dry. That might work.
 
   The knock came again, harder this time, and Lucie ran to the door expecting Sasquatch to be on the other side. She checked the peephole. Detective O’Brien.
 
   As uncomfortable as this guy made her, might as well be Sasquatch. Maybe there was a break in the case? Lucie tugged her faded T-shirt into place and swung the door open.
 
   “Hello, Detective.”
 
   He offered a closed-mouthed smile. “Ms. Rizzo, sorry to disturb you. May I come in?”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   She led him to the living room where he sat in Frankie’s favorite wingback chair. Lucie took the couch. “What brings you here?”
 
   “We had a call from the Glencoe P.D. this morning. One of their residents had a dog stolen yesterday.”
 
   No. It must have been one of her dogs or O’Brien wouldn’t be here. But wait. Glencoe? She didn’t have any clients in Glencoe.
 
   “Do you work in Glencoe?” O’Brien asked.
 
   “No.”
 
   A fiery punch of guilt landed square in Lucie’s chest. This poor dog was missing, the owners probably heartbroken, and she was relieved because it wasn’t one of her dogs. Could she be any more selfish? 
 
   Not likely.
 
   “What’s the owner’s name?”
 
   O’Brien checked his notes. “Winthrop.”
 
   Whew. “Sorry. I don’t have a client by that name.”
 
   Still though, the name sounded familiar.
 
   The detective nodded. “I thought I’d see if we could connect the thefts. You haven’t had any more trouble have you?”
 
   She shook her head. “No.” Aside from the possibly stolen, fifteen-carat diamond in my safe deposit box.
 
   O’Brien clucked his tongue in a way that screamed disappointment. Clearly, the good detective wanted to tie these dognappings back to Joe Rizzo’s daughter. Sorry, pal, I’m legit.
 
   Most of the time.
 
   Diamond notwithstanding.
 
   “That’s good.” O’Brien tapped his left thumb on his thigh. “Be sure to call me if anything comes up.”
 
   “I will.”
 
   He stood. “Sorry to disrupt your day.”
 
   “No problem. I hope you find the missing dog.”
 
   I also hope it doesn’t have anything to do with me.
 
   As soon as O’Brien left, she charged up to her micro-bedroom and opened the revenue file on her laptop. Please don’t let there be anyone from Glencoe.
 
   She clicked on the master spreadsheet and searched for Glencoe. Bingo. She eyeballed the row. Oh, no. Please, no. Sweat bubbled on her palms and Lucie rubbed her hands over her jeans. Evelyn Winthrop attended Mrs. Lutz’s trunk show and bought a royal blue coat adorned with rhinestones. She also bought a collar.
 
   She stared at the Winthrop name on the spreadsheet and a flashing panic crawled up her throat. She opened her mouth, but nothing happened. The only sound was a sucking noise. She bent at the waist, the pressure behind her eyes building, building, building, as the floor shifted beneath her.
 
   She smacked a hand against her chest. She needed air. Calm. Slow. She closed her eyes, concentrated on one small breath, then another. Within seconds, the banging behind her eyes stopped and she stood straight. She spun around, but there was nowhere to go. The room was too damn small.
 
   Good God. The dognappers knew who her clients were. And her missing spreadsheet might be the reason.
 
   An afternoon breeze tickled her arm through the window she had cracked opened that morning. She stuck her face against the small gap. The lacy pink curtains billowed against her cheek and she shoved them back. She hated this room and the I’m-going-do-die-of-suffocation feeling that came with it.
 
   She had to get out.
 
   Now.
 
   ***
 
    
 
   A loud pounding on his front door brought Frankie out of a monster REM cycle. Jeez. Where’s the fire? He tossed the sheet off, rolled out of bed and slipped on a pair of gym shorts. Couldn’t even take a damned nap on his day off.
 
   He swung through the living room, stepped into the outer hallway and saw Lucie standing on the stoop in ripped jeans and a sweatshirt. The disturbing lack of color in her face resembled one of his new white dress shirts.
 
   He opened the door and the cool air pricked his bare chest. “You okay?”
 
   She looked him up and down, stopped at the bedhead. “You were napping? I’m sorry I woke you.”
 
   The quiver in her voice sent Frankie’s blood humming, and he suddenly wasn’t cold anymore. “What’s wrong?”
 
   She pushed by him, walked through the hallway into his living room. “I just talked to Detective O’Brien.”
 
   Still groggy from sleep, Frankie jammed the heels of his hands into his eye-sockets. When pain erupted from the pressure, he pulled his hands away “What did he want?”
 
   “A dog was stolen in Glencoe. Frankie, oh my God. It’s the same family.”
 
   He didn’t know what the hell she was babbling about. “Luce, take it easy.”
 
   She shook her hands in the air. “The dog that was stolen—I sold his owner a coat and collar at the Lutzes’ trunk show. This is no coincidence.”
 
   The Glencoe development, coupled with Joey almost getting dogjacked, brought a hell of a mess.
 
   Frankie couldn’t keep the Joey thing from her any longer. She’d be mad, but he had to be straight with her. He rolled his lips together and scratched a sudden itch on the back of his head. “Luce, take a seat.”
 
   “I don’t want to sit.”
 
   “Sit.”
 
   They stared at each other for a solid minute. She gave in and dropped into the hand-me-down black leather recliner he’d gotten from his folks. He sat on the arm of the matching sofa across from her. “Okay. You’re not gonna like this.”
 
   She squeezed the arms of the chair until her knuckles bulged and her blue eyes remained fixed on him like a locked-on missile. The last time he’d seen that focused intensity her father had been found guilty of tax evasion.
 
   “What is it?”
 
   His girl liked things straight on, so he’d let it fly. “Joey had an incident when walking Otis this morning.”
 
   “What kind of incident?”
 
   Sink or swim. He had to tell her. Unfortunately, his tongue turned to lead. This would not go well. “Attempted dogjacking. The guy told Joey he only wanted the collar.”
 
   She squeezed the chair tighter and the veins in her hands popped. Yep. Pissed. He reached for her, smoothed the tension from her grip. “Before you yell at me, I’m sorry I didn’t tell you.”
 
   “You should have told me.”
 
   “Joey fought the guy off. At that point, I figured it wouldn’t do you any good to know. I was going to tell you, but not yet.”
 
   She leaned forward. “Putting aside you kept this from me, my fears were dead on. The dognappings are about that diamond. I have to stop offering services. It’s the right thing to do. Besides, my reputation will be ruined and I’ll lose my clients anyway.”
 
   That would kill her. A reputation as a responsible, law-abiding businesswoman was what Lucie craved most. It was time to get herself focused again.
 
   “How would the dognappers know the Winthrops are your clients?”
 
   “The only thing I can think of is my missing spreadsheet. It had all my client info on it.”
 
   Frankie did a yes-no thing with his head. “Or someone could have followed you to the Lutzes’ for the trunk show and then followed Mrs. Winthrop home.”
 
   Lucie sat back. Thought about it a second. “It’s possible, but my money is on the spreadsheet.”
 
   “How are you doing on collecting everything you’ve sold?”
 
   “It’s slow going, but we’re getting there. I told my clients I wanted to check the glue. Ro has been going through everything, but hasn’t found any real stones. A good thing, I suppose.”
 
   “Yeah. We just have to make sure the dognappers know that.”
 
   Their gazes met and held for a long moment, which only confirmed she understood what he was thinking.
 
   “No. I don’t want your father involved in this.”
 
   Too late.
 
   “Oh, no,” she said.
 
   Frankie didn’t move. Not even a blink. “What?”
 
   “You did it, didn’t you?”
 
   Busted.
 
   “Dammit, Frankie! O’Brien probably already suspects the dognappings have something to do with my dad and you went and told your dad, which I asked you not to do. Are you trying to drive me crazy?”
 
   He waved her off. “Of course not.”
 
   “Well, telling your father will only bring more attention.”
 
   She had a point there, but he was willing to risk it. “If I have to choose between keeping you safe and pissing you off, you should know what I’ll pick. I knew you wouldn’t like it, but my father can put the word on the street that you haven’t sold any real diamonds. It’ll help. And maybe he can figure out who the damned thing belongs to. Or doesn’t belong to.”
 
   Frankie waited for the yelling. Nothing happened. She sat, shoulders slumped.
 
   “Luce?”
 
   She closed her eyes and breathed in and out a couple of times. Finally she looked at him. “I’m mad at you, but you’re probably right. From now on, we figure this out on our own. Got it?”
 
   This could be trouble, but he had to say something. “Not if I think you’re in danger. You’ll have to live with it.”
 
   “Do I have a choice?”
 
   He shrugged. “We’re already broken-up, so that response is cooked.”
 
   That wrenched a smile out of her. “You’re impossible.”
 
   “Yes, but you love me.”
 
   “And that’s always been the problem.”
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter Six
 
    
 
   Lucie’s feet fused to the ground when Frankie held the door open at the Bruce Correctional Facility. This damned place. She despised it. A Zen moment was what she needed. Particularly after yesterday’s discovery about the Winthrops’ dog being stolen. She closed her eyes, let the sun warm her back and took three deep breaths of fresh air. When she entered the building, the staleness would burn through her nostrils like a California wildfire.
 
   As far as medium security prisons went, she supposed it wasn’t the worst. Although, she hadn’t seen any other prisons. Either way, the idea of this being her father’s home left her with deep-rooted heartache.
 
   The only positive was the geographically desirable location just over the Wisconsin state line. On a traffic-free day, she could get here in ninety minutes.
 
   “Are we going in or what?” Frankie asked.
 
   She nodded, but didn’t budge. “I hate this place.”
 
   “Does anyone like it?”
 
   “Good point.”
 
   The check-in desk sat a few feet in front of them. Lucie signed her name, waited for Frankie to do the same and the guard waved them to the x-ray belt. Another day in paradise. She slipped off her jacket and shoes and placed them on the belt. Early on, she had learned to leave her purse in the car rather than subject herself to strangers rifling through her belongings.
 
   She stepped through the screening machine, waited for the go nod and took her jacket. Apparently, she had no hidden weapons or bombs on her person. She hummed a Jimmy Buffett song. Too bad she couldn’t pretend she was at the airport going through security on her way to a tropical vacation.
 
   This was her life. No other way to slice it.
 
   The visitor’s center was a cement-walled gymnasium painted a dull gray. She stood silent as the stale air wrapped around her. The first time she came here, she had cried. Sobbed actually. No matter what age, a girl never wanted to see her daddy in a pair of orange prison scrubs.
 
   Hate. This. Place.
 
   Square and round tables of various sizes cluttered the room, and Lucie searched for her father, who sat at one of the corner tables. The good table. Zen moment, Zen moment, Zen moment. All she wanted was to get through this without an argument. He glanced over and held his hand up in greeting.
 
   His peppered gray hair had been buzzed and the severity of it accentuated his cheekbones. He’d lost twenty pounds in prison and the leanness of his face made his broad nose appear wider. His body may have been fit, but the gaunt look didn’t suit him.
 
   She grabbed Frankie’s sleeve and tugged. “There he is.”
 
   “And we’re off,” he cracked.
 
   She should have given him a smack for being a wise guy, but he’d sat through enough of these visits to know they often went wildly askew.
 
   “Hi, Dad,” she said.
 
   Frankie pulled a chair for her and her father stood, offered a brief smile and gestured for her to sit. Physical contact was prohibited, so the three of them stared at each other. Wasn’t this fun? Lucie finally moved to her chair. The men followed.
 
   Two armed guards stood watch. Lucie recognized one of them from her previous visits. He gave her a slight pivot of his head and she did the same. Greeting the prison guards couldn’t hurt.
 
   She turned to her father. “Mom sends her love.”
 
   “I talked to her this morning. She all right?”
 
   Aside from her husband being in prison? “She’s fine. She’s been helping me with the dog accessories. I think it keeps her busy.”
 
   “Right.” He turned his attention to Frankie. “How’re you doing?”
 
   “I’m good.” That Frankie. Mr. Chatty.
 
   “Uh-huh.” Her father flipped his gaze back to her. “This poop scooping thing has to stop. Joey told me all about it and you’re done. You hear? I didn’t put you through four years at Notre Dame for you to shovel dog crap and get the damn animals kidnapped.”
 
   Hello? Had she missed the opening bell? Not even a warm-up before the fight? Joey had warned her he’d made the calculated decision to tell their father about the dognappings. His theory was, if the diamond belonged to their father, he’d somehow let Joey know it was hidden in her things and might be what the dognappers were after. Unfortunately, her father hadn’t done that, which Joey assumed meant he didn’t know diddly about the diamond.
 
   As usual, her father’s refusal to acknowledge her working her butt off to get through college and grad school irritated her. His money may have paid for it, and she still hadn’t reconciled herself to the idea of being put through school with money earned illegally, but she had done the work and managed top honors. All to prove that she could be more than a criminal’s daughter. “Joey shouldn’t have said anything. Besides, it has nothing to do with me. The police said it’s probably a dognapping ring.”
 
   If she took the diamond out of the picture, it could be the dognapping ring.
 
   Frankie leaned forward and rested his arms on the table. “Joey and I are doing the walks with her. She’ll be fine.”
 
   If Dad had a hair’s worth of knowledge about the diamonds, he wasn’t letting on. Maybe Joey was right. And wasn’t that the equivalent of swallowing antifreeze?
 
   “What’s this garbage about you two breaking up again?”
 
   “Don’t start, Dad.”
 
   “You need to get your head examined. Why won’t you marry him? How many times are you gonna make him ask?”
 
   Lucie sucked in a breath. How humiliating that he should bring up the one time that Frankie asked her to marry him in front of both their families. He’d surprised her with it and, in her blindsided state, she hadn’t known what to do. “Dad, I’m not talking about this now.”
 
   “He’s good for you. He’ll take care of you.”
 
   Frankie shifted in his seat, and she thought she would die right there. “Can we not talk about Frankie like he’s not here? This is inappropriate.”
 
   That probably wasn’t the right thing to say, because Dad’s face turned a scary shade of red. Maybe even purple. “Don’t you tell me what’s inappropriate. Did you forget who you’re talking to?”
 
   Frankie cleared his throat. “Joe, everything is good. Luce and I are on a break.”
 
   Her father poked a finger at him. “I should crack you one. You gotta control this.”
 
   “Dad, it’s not your business.” The hammering inside Lucie’s skull set her eyeballs throbbing. She couldn’t do this. Couldn’t sit here and have her father, inmate number 3-5-7-9-2-4, lecture her. The man was in prison and he dared to lecture her?
 
   She shot out of her chair and the screeching of the metal legs caused a vibrating buzz against her leg. “Visit is over.”
 
   “Sit down,” her father said.
 
   “I will not. I’m done here.” She looked at Frankie. “You can stay if you’d like. I’ll be outside.”
 
   He reached for her hand. “Luce—”
 
   “I won’t sit here and have him yell at me. Not when I can walk out of here.”
 
    
 
   Frankie watched Lucie make a beeline to the door. Being in a room with these two was like visiting a snake pit. He faced Joe. “That went well.”
 
   Joe held his hands wide. “I don’t understand.”
 
   Did he think he was the only one? Joe Rizzo was as thick skulled as they came. Frankie had always been respectful to him but never held back when it came to offering his opinion. Joe didn’t like weaklings, and Frankie always made sure to shoot straight with him. Particularly if the situation involved Lucie. “I don’t understand either but with all due respect, yelling at her won’t help. You know your daughter. If you push, she’ll push back. I’m giving her space. She’s trying to survive here, Joe. I figure if I give her time to sort out what’s going on with her career, she’ll be happy and then we can work on our relationship.”
 
   “Or, she could marry you and she won’t have to worry about the career. My wife was pregnant at Lucie’s age.”
 
   Maybe Joe was deaf in addition to being thick skulled? His solution was to get married. And what a rotten reason for someone to get married. These old-school guys were impossible.
 
   “I don’t want her to marry me because I can support her. I want her because I love her. All this other stuff will work itself out. Give her some room.”
 
   Joe slouched back in his chair. Relinquishing control had to be brutal for him. Being locked up didn’t help. Not when the people in his life came and went and he had nothing to say about it. “I know you’re worried, but I’ll take care of her. Whether we’re broken up or not, I’ll take care of her.”
 
   There weren’t many things Frankie knew for sure, but that was one of them. It didn’t matter what it took, he’d make sure Lucie stayed safe.
 
   Joe nodded. “I know you will, but her life would be easier if she got married.”
 
   Frankie laughed. “You’re a pisser, Joe.” He stood. “I gotta go.”
 
   “I put the word out. Anyone touches my daughter, there’s gonna be problems. You check in with me about this dognapping business. I want to be updated. Don’t screw with me on this.”
 
   As if he’d dare? “If anything happens, I’ll make sure you know.”
 
   How he’d do that without upsetting Lucie, he had no idea.
 
   He stepped into the waiting area and found her reading a copy of the prison newsletter. “Anything good?”
 
   She slapped the paper on the side table and stood. “Family picnic next week. Can we go home now?”
 
   “These visits are always fun.”
 
   After pushing through the door, she stopped on the outside landing. “Am I wrong?”
 
   He shrugged. “You push his buttons, he pushes yours. When he asked about us getting married, you could have said we’re talking about it. He would have been satisfied. Instead, you blew your stack.”
 
   “So, it’s my fault?”
 
   “No. It’s his fault. Definitely. You need to be prepared, though, or it’ll always wind up this way and everyone loses.”
 
   And I land in the middle.
 
   “I won’t give in.”
 
   “You don’t have to. He’s locked up. Just say what’ll make him happy and he’ll leave you alone.”
 
   “You want me to lie?”
 
   “I want you to spin. Spinning will buy you time and save me grief.”
 
   She leaned against the steel railing and crossed her arms. When the sun lit her blue eyes and made them twinkle, Frankie sucked in a breath. He loved her. She terrorized him, but he loved her.
 
   “Spin,” she said, clearly calculating the merits.
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “We’ll try that.”
 
   “Perfect. Let’s go home.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The next morning, Lucie figured the dead-last thing Frankie wanted to do before work was drive her downtown for her dog duties. As always, he smiled and pressed on.
 
   They walked the half-block to Otis’s house because, with the magic of the Frankie Factor, they found a spot on the same street. Parking spaces, like women, just appeared for him.
 
   “You don’t have to walk with me. I’ll be fine.”
 
   He grinned. “I want to walk with you. It’ll force you to spend time with me.”
 
   Looking at him, that beautiful face, the dark hair, it hurt in a way that carved out a piece of her. Plus, she’d been thinking about the colossal disaster of the visit with her father and how Frankie fell into the drama. He deserved better.
 
   “I never apologized about the visit with my dad. He shouldn’t have cornered you.”
 
   Frankie shrugged. “He didn’t corner me. You’re the one he wanted answers from. I was collateral damage.”
 
   “Still; it’s none of his business.”
 
   “What’s your point?”
 
   She laughed. “It makes me realize that no matter how old I get, he’s still trying to control everything.”
 
   “He’s your dad. Him trying to control you will never change.”
 
   “Unless I change it.”
 
   “Good luck.”
 
   They reached the driveway and Lucie moved to the garage, pressed in the code.
 
   “I’ll wait here,” Frankie said.
 
   Two minutes later, she came out with Otis leaping around, all too ready to start his walk. Frankie stood in the middle of the driveway, his eyes closed and his head tilted to the clear blue sky. He looked…peaceful.
 
   “I love this time of year,” he said without looking at her.
 
   Spring meant the start of a new baseball season and she knew it brought mixed emotions for him. He loved the excitement of getting outside, playing on his rec team, watching the games, but at the same time, he mourned the loss of his dream.
 
   “You okay?” Lucie asked while Otis sniffed around her foot. The rhinestone collar she made him twinkled in the sunlight and she wondered if she should have Ro double-check it for real diamonds. She bit down. No. That one had been checked already. All fakes.
 
   Frankie finally looked at her, his eyes a little distant. “Are we going to make it through this break?”
 
   After shifting the leash to the other side, she reached for his hand. “I want to.”
 
   “How do we fix it then? It seems like you want me to give up my life. I won’t do that.”
 
   “I don’t want you to give up your life. I want it to not interfere with our relationship. I’ve worked hard to get beyond being Joe Rizzo’s daughter. I want more than that. You don’t mind people gossiping about your family. I do. And I want you to defend me to your parents. You never say anything when they bug me about getting married. And you also told your dad about the dognappings when I specifically asked you not to.”
 
   “Hey, if he can keep you from getting hurt, I’d do it again. The other stuff? Not defending you? On the big stuff, I defend you. Arguing with them about when we’re getting married is pointless. Nothing will change. I ignore them.” He blew air through his teeth. “Regardless, I’m not turning my back on my family.”
 
   They’d been over this a hundred times. With the way her heart craved him, it was worth making it a hundred and one. “Don’t you remember that feeling you had when you first figured out what your dad did for a living?”
 
   “Sure. But it doesn’t determine how I live my life.”
 
   Otis barked and Lucie gestured to Frankie to walk with her. “When I was ten, a kid in my class told one of my friends that my father wasn’t away working, that he was in jail. That’s how I found out. My mother had told me my dad was building a new restaurant in another state and would be gone a few months. When I came home and asked her, she admitted it. That was when I realized my dad wasn’t who I thought he was. I never got over that.”
 
   “We don’t get to choose our parents.”
 
   Otis stopped at his favorite oak and sniffed. He’d be here a minute. “But we can choose to separate ourselves.”
 
   “If we want to. I don’t. I don’t agree with what my dad does, but he has always supported me. I can’t turn on him for that.”
 
   “Stalemate.”
 
   Frankie pulled a twig from a low hanging branch and snapped it. “No compromise?”
 
   “Sure. We don’t go to dinner with your parents every other Saturday.”
 
   “Luce—”
 
   “Why does it have to be set in stone? Why can’t we pop over on a Friday? What if we want to do something else on Saturday?”
 
   Frankie shrugged. “Then we do something else. No big deal.”
 
   Otis zeroed in on his spot and assumed the position for one of his colossal poops. “It is a big deal. If we don’t go your mother will flip.”
 
   “Probably, but I’ll deal with it.”
 
   “I want to move back to the city. You like having a three-flat in Franklin so you can walk to Petey’s, get a meatball sandwich and shoot the bull with your dad’s friends.”
 
   “I can drive in from downtown.”
 
   Ugh. He didn’t get it. Didn’t understand how the pull of “the life” came between them, defined them. She wanted to separate herself from it and he wanted to hang on.
 
   Otis finished pooping, and Lucie cleaned up the mess and dropped the package into the larger grocery bag she carried.
 
   Frankie grabbed her arm to get her attention. “I’m willing to make changes, but we both need to. Otherwise, one of us will get everything and one of us will get nothing.”
 
   The flatness in his brown eyes split her in two and made her realize the hurt she’d put him through. It would be easy to give in. If only to make him happy, but this issue was too big and menacing. “I can’t come up with a compromise, but if you can, I’d be ecstatic.”
 
   They wandered a few feet and Otis stopped at his second favorite tree. Frankie shifted toward her and stuck his hands in his jacket pockets. “We’ve had three years together, Luce.”
 
   “Three great years.”
 
   “Definitely.”
 
   “I love you, Frankie. I want to wake up with you every morning, have babies with you and watch you teach them how to play ball.”
 
   He grinned. “I’d be good at making babies.”
 
   She rolled her eyes. A flock of squawking geese flew overhead and Otis lunged forward, yanking the leash and throwing Lucie off balance. Frankie grabbed her, and she hung on to his jacket for balance.
 
   She gave the leash a correcting tug. “Relax, Otis.” Frankie laughed and she made the mistake of looking into his eyes.
 
   At that moment they were them again; two lovers enjoying a laugh over an inconsequential thing. The moment drifted between them, suspending them in the muck between love and hurt. He leaned down and brushed a kiss over her lips. She let it happen. Let the loneliness of these last weeks and the loss of his body next to hers melt away. What could be the harm in that?
 
   She finally pulled back and he nipped her bottom lip. “I love you.”
 
   “I love you, too.” He kissed the top of her head and she snuggled into him, settled her cheek against his jacket and inhaled the clean, airy scent that came with him. Hopefully, this would always be her place. Hopefully.
 
   ***
 
   After a lightning quick lunch, they headed to the Bernards’ and Lucie pushed through the lobby doors with the dogs. “We have to make a quick stop at Sammy Spaniel.”
 
   “Say what?”
 
   “The dog boutique around the corner. The girls are out of chews and Mrs. Bernard left a note asking if I could get them.”
 
   Frankie considered himself a reasonable guy, but running errands was taking advantage of Lucie’s good nature. Lucie, probably still guilt-ridden over the dogjacking, didn’t want to say no. “You’re the boss.”
 
   She grinned up at him. “I like the sound of that.”
 
   “Depending on how far you wanted to take it, I could think of a few areas we can put you in charge. One would involve you on top of me with a whip.”
 
   Lucie clamped her mouth shut.
 
   “Just saying.”
 
   They swung a right at the corner and dodged the lunch hour rush with the dogs sniffing their way toward Sammy Spaniel. Lucie marched into the store with the girls leading the charge.
 
   “Let’s all go in,” Frankie said.
 
   The place looked like Cinderella’s castle for dogs. Coats and costumes—costumes?—shared one wall, while collars and leashes hung on the adjacent wall. And didn’t all this dog crap get his mind buzzing? Lucie needed to get her accessory line in here.
 
   The back wall contained dog treats, and bags and bags of food. Frankie eyeballed the freezer and a big sign that said Raw Bar. He didn’t want to know.
 
   The saleslady, a fortyish woman, wore tight jeans, high-heeled red boots and a low cut V-neck sweater that screamed va-va-va-voom.
 
   She glanced over at him and smiled. This woman was nice looking, but if she backed off on the makeup and stopped dressing like a twenty-year-old, she’d be a stunner. After giving him the onceover, she returned to her customer.
 
   “I’m not sure what my supplier has,” she said. “But I’ll call this afternoon. We’ll get your baby squared away.”
 
   Must be the owner. Even better.
 
   A circular bakery case, smack in the middle of the room, held dog pastries and intricately decorated cookies that caught Frankie’s eye. Seriously? People spent money on this stuff? For dogs?
 
   Lucie headed for the wall with the dog chews while he perused the collars. Frankie picked up a pink one with hearts on it. Twenty-four ninety-five. A little pricey for your basic collar. He moved down the line and grabbed the black one with silver swirls. Thirty-five bucks. He set it back and, hanging on to the theory that these babies got pricier the farther down the line he went, he snatched a leather one with metal studs off the hook. Fifty-nine dollars. Now we’re talking.
 
   “I found the treats.” Lucie came up behind him.
 
   “Check out these collars. You need to get hooked up with this place.”
 
   She glanced at the rows of collars and leashes and bit her bottom lip. “I left the owner my number last week. I’ll follow up with her in another week or so. I don’t want to do anything until we settle the issue. If you know what I mean.”
 
   “Yeah, I get it, but they have a built-in customer base here. All you need to do is show the owner your stuff.”
 
   “Excuse me.” The other customer in the store squeezed by.
 
   “Sure,” Frankie stepped aside, spotted the owner coming their way and leaned closer to Luce. “Roll with me, here.”
 
   “What are you doing?”
 
   “How are we all today?” The woman’s cherry red lips eased into a smile. She looked first to Lucie then stared at Frankie. He glanced down at her left hand and didn’t see a ring. Cougar.
 
   This would get him in trouble with Lucie, but he offered up one of his surefire crooked grins. “I could be better.” He reached to pat the dogs. “The girls have their bling on and I’m feeling underdressed.”
 
   “Bling?” The woman squatted, giving him a nice view of her fleshy cleavage. Yow. He glanced at Lucie and she did the spare-me eye roll.
 
   “Oh, aren’t these fabulous,” the cougar said when she spotted the collars. “Where did you get these? They’re just fabulous.”
 
   Second fabulous within seconds. He shot Lucie a look, but she stood there as if facing down a ravenous tiger. Well, maybe in the cougar’s case, she was, but that was beside the point. He gritted his teeth and went back to the queen of all things fabulous.
 
   “Coco Barknell.”
 
   The woman’s eyes went wide. “Oh, I love it.”
 
   “Yep,” he said. “Lucie here is the owner. She makes everything. Collars, coats, leashes. All one of a kind.”
 
   The cougar stood and faced Lucie. “Did you leave me your number last week?”
 
   Luce slid her gaze to Frankie, then back to the other woman before holding her hand out. “Yes. I’m Lucia Rizzo. The company is new. I’ve been doing private trunk shows.”
 
   Finally. After a pat for the girls, Frankie stood to join the cougar and Lucie, who had pulled the leash closer to keep the dogs from chewing on a rack of toys. They flopped onto the floor with a whimper.
 
   “I’m Jeanette Owens. I own the store.” She turned to Frankie, held out her hand and nearly purred at him. “And you are?”
 
   “Frank Falcone.” To his credit, he tried to make the handshake quick, but Jeanette gave his fingers a squeeze. He slid his hand away and took a step closer to Lucie before he got sucked into cougar quicksand. “Luce, honey—” the honey couldn’t hurt, “—why don’t you bring some samples by to show Jeanette. Your products would fit right in.”
 
   Jeanette turned her attention to Luce. “Yes. I’d love to see what you have. I’m always looking for new items. Let me get you my card.”
 
   She cruised her bombshell body over to the register, leaned over the counter and gave Frankie an unimpeded view of her rear. Ho-kay. Not looking. Not looking.
 
   The sound of Luce rummaging through her messenger bag drew his attention and she pulled a stack of business cards.
 
   “Are you here tomorrow?” Luce asked. “I could stop in with a few things. Maybe around this same time?”
 
   Jeanette moved back to them, her eyes square on Frankie. He bent to pet the dogs. Mr. Innocent. That was Frankie.
 
   “That would be fine.” Jeanette handed Lucie a card. “I’m looking forward to it.”
 
    
 
   Out on the crowded sidewalk, Lucie couldn’t contain her frustration a second longer. What was he doing pushing the accessory line when they had this tiny problem of a stolen diamond holding them captive? She cracked Frankie across the arm.
 
   “Ow.”
 
   “You did it again. Completely ignored what I asked you to do.” A few pedestrians sent her horrified glances, but she was beyond that. “Are you out of your mind?”
 
   “At times, yes.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “You asked a question, I answered.”
 
   Typical deflection tactic. She leaned in. “Are you forgetting about the dognappings? The hijacked accessories?”
 
   He waved her off. “Doesn’t matter. Your father put the word out to leave you alone. And my father told me he’s on it. From now on, you’re good.”
 
   Wonderful. That made her feel so much better.
 
   “And another thing,” Lucie said. “That woman was looking at you like her next meal.”
 
   An iron stab of jealousy flooded Lucie and she despised it. After all this time, she’d thought she’d accepted women being attracted to Frankie. Obviously not. Frankie might have been putting on a show, but Lucie felt like the extra in that little extravaganza. A sick feeling rumbled in her stomach.
 
   “I got you in there,” he said.
 
   One of the girls stopped to sniff a fire hydrant. “By pimping yourself.”
 
   “Please. With all this drama, I should call you Roseanne. You know I was playing her.”
 
   “Yeah, but she didn’t know that. She thinks you want to have sex with her.”
 
   “My goodness,” an elderly woman hissed as she went by.
 
   Frankie stopped walking. “You’re pissed because I flirted with her? You had to know what I was doing.”
 
   The steam inside Lucie scalded her. No. He would not make this her fault. “I’m not pissed that you were flirting. I’m pissed because she’s attractive.”
 
   There. She said it.
 
   He burst out laughing, but it was an incensed, you’re-next-on-line-for-the-psych ward laugh. “And that’s my fault?”
 
   “She was sexy and you went for that. A little voice in my head kept whispering at me that maybe if I weren’t there, something would happen. We are broken up.”
 
   The crowd on the street suddenly gave them a wide berth. A tall man with dark hair and shoulders the size of a Buick walked by with a knowing, entertained grin.
 
   Frankie, his face resembling granite, dragged her and the dogs down the side street so they could keep the conversation semi-private.
 
   He held her elbow and spun her to face him. “Are you serious? You think I’d do that to you?”
 
   When he put it that way, it sounded bad. Really bad. She closed her eyes and tried to unbunch her shoulders. Relax. How to explain herself? “No. But everyone always silently questions why you’re with me.”
 
   “That’s ridiculous.”
 
   “No, it’s not.”
 
   A ball of self-doubt spewed open inside her, submerged her in ways she normally had enough self-confidence to ignore. But this time, it picked at her, bullied her, made her sick with wonder because she loved this man and didn’t want him with anyone else. Anyone more desirable. Combining that with losing the job she had worked so hard for, the job that made her someone other than Joe Rizzo’s daughter caused a vile sickness to swell in her throat.
 
   “What do you see when you look at me?” The words came out soft and strangled and Frankie stood there, his mouth slightly open.
 
   Say something.
 
   A truck roared around the corner and honked at them. Frankie, with the ease of a man ordering a beer, reached his hand over his head and shot the driver the bird. Then he stepped back. She needed something from him, anything, and he moved away. What did that say?
 
   “Frankie.” She reached for his arm. “I’m having a rough time here. Between all this craziness in my life, I’m desperately trying to hang on. Everything is an emotional trigger and sometimes, sometimes, when we meet new people they look at you first, then me, then back to you. I wonder if they’re thinking you should be with someone else. Someone more stunning. And right now, the way I’m feeling, watching you flirt with that woman just destroyed me.”
 
   He stepped back again and continued to stare at her as if she’d shot him. “Please say something.”
 
   But he closed his eyes and slid his head side to side. His lips moved, but nothing came out. Talking to himself. He did that.
 
   “Frankie?”
 
   When he opened his eyes, he stepped forward, pulled her into him and squeezed. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know. I swear I didn’t know.”
 
   He backed away, but continued to hold her arms. “Luce, when I looked at that woman, yes, I admit it, I thought she was stacked. And, okay, she has a nice ass. I’m a guy. We’re stupid that way. When I look at you I think, yeah, she’s stacked and she’s smart and funny and when the world kicks her to the curb she fights her way back.”
 
   “You don’t have to—”
 
   “Yeah, I do. I’m the idiot who never tells you that when light hits your eyes a certain way they twinkle, and I think, she’s mine and I’m proud because for whatever reason, a smart girl like you, someone who can go anywhere and be anyone, chooses to be with me. At least when we’re not broken-up. That’s what beautiful is to me. You are beautiful to me. You’re the whole damn package and that’s nearly impossible to find. You, Luce, are the one thing I couldn’t stand to lose.”
 
   She leaned back against the building, flattened her palms against the dirty bricks and concentrated on drawing air into her lungs. Breathe. She needed to breathe. He thought she was beautiful and smart and capable. He’d said it a hundred times before, but somehow, this time it meant so much more. 
 
   She reached up, slid her hand over his cheek because this was Frankie, her Frankie, the man she’d loved for years. Even before they’d gotten together, she’d had a mad desire for him. Those schoolgirl feelings had been pounded into submission because…well…what would he want with her when he had an army of girls chasing him? Such a fool.
 
   She went up on tiptoe and kissed him. His arms came around her in a tight squeeze and she leaned in, savoring the feel of his body next to hers. “I wish I would have said something sooner.”
 
   “No kidding.”
 
   The girls woofed. They didn’t want to be hanging around doing nothing. Lucie gave the leash a tug. “Let’s walk.”
 
   He held a hand for her to go first and Lucie, needing the contact, slid her hand into his. Ready to offer the comfort she needed, he laced his fingers with hers.
 
   His eyes narrowed…the thinking face. “What?” she asked.
 
   “Do you want to go to dinner with me?”
 
   “A date?”
 
   “Yeah. A date. Dinner and a movie. A fresh start. Again.”
 
   She thought about it a minute. Let the idea of dating roll around her brain. Had they ever really dated? She didn’t think so. They went from being friends to having lunch a few times and—bam—they were a couple and everyone was ecstatic and talking marriage and babies.
 
   A date meant working on their relationship. It couldn’t be casual between them, not with all the baggage. Still, that feeling in the pit of her stomach, like a rose blooming couldn’t be ignored. “I’d love to.”
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   The next day, Lucie had finished the dog walks by four-thirty and was home sorting her inventory to see how many collars, coats and leashes she had ready to sell. Ro sat to her left, thumbing through fabric samples and separating them into what she considered acceptable versus unacceptable piles. The unacceptable pile had a large pool of candidates.
 
   “Mom, forget the coffee. We need to get started.”
 
   “Coming.” Her mother entered from the kitchen carrying a carafe and three mugs. “It’s too bad Roseanne won’t let us eat sweets. I have a nice coffee cake in there.”
 
   “No cake,” Ro said.
 
   With the coffee poured, Lucie set her mug aside. “This is the first official meeting of the Coco Barknell executive team.”
 
   “Ooohhh.” Ro clapped.
 
   Mom’s eyebrows cinched. “What?”
 
   “I met with the owner of Sammy Spaniel today. They sell dog accessories. The owner placed an order. A big one. Can I count on you two?”
 
   “Of course,” they said in unison. No thought necessary. This was love.
 
   “We have three days to make forty coats, collars and leashes.”
 
   “Three,” Mom said.
 
   “Forty,” Ro said.
 
   Lucie nodded. “Ro will do the designing and I’ll help sew. We’ll have to buy extra beads and stones. And we’ll need more fabric.”
 
   “You should go to that place in Pineville,” her mother said. “Best fabric around. It’ll cost more, but it’s worth it.”
 
   Ro nodded. “She’s right. You can’t go cheap with these high-end people.”
 
   “Can you go there with me after we’re done here? We’ll hit there and the craft stores so we can start sketching right away.”
 
   “Sure. I have some ideas and none of the fabric you have will work.”
 
   Lucie perused her notes as the unintended insult hit home, “Also, the store owner wants me to be on hand the first day.” She shifted her gaze to Ro. “Are you available to do the, ‘I’m-beautiful-and-you’ll-do-what-I-tell-you’ thing? If you say buy a two-hundred dollar collar, they’re going to.”
 
   “Absolutely.” Again, no questions asked.
 
   The front door opened and in came Frankie. That familiar ping flicked in Lucie’s chest. She didn’t know where their upcoming dinner date would take them, but for now, the idea of them coming together instead of drifting apart was enough to make her hopeful.
 
   Frankie bent to kiss Lucie’s cheek. “Did you get done early?” she asked
 
   “I had to go in early and they owe me a couple hours anyway. Figured I’d stop in and check on you.”
 
   “We’re having our first official executive team meeting,” Ro said.
 
   Frankie stared at her then turned to Lucie. Half of what Ro told Frankie was a crock and he never knew whether to believe her or not. “Luce?”
 
   “She’s not kidding. Your wannabe sex slave placed a big order today.”
 
   Mom tsked. “Lucia, what a thing to say.”
 
   “Mom, if I’m lying you can send me to confession. The woman was all over him yesterday. It’s okay though, he got me the sales opportunity.”
 
   “Nice.” Ro held her hand up for a high-five from Frankie. She could appreciate the finer points of him using his charm to get something accomplished.
 
   “Your good work got you in there,” he said.
 
   “Guys,” Ro interrupted. “Do I care? All that matters is that she’s in.”
 
   He pointed at her. “Thank you.”
 
   “Anytime, Charm Boy.”
 
   He glanced at the supplies on the table and ran a hand over his mouth. The hand over his mouth meant he had something cooking.
 
   “You’ll need more supplies,” he said.
 
   “We’re going shopping as soon as we’re done here.”
 
   Mom held up her hand. “How about some coffee cake, Frankie?”
 
   “No cake,” Ro said.
 
   He crossed his eyes at her. “I want cake.”
 
   Mom jumped from her chair. “I’ll get it.”
 
   With Mom out of the room, Frankie turned to Ro. “I need to talk to Luce. Go grab a smoke.”
 
   “I quit.”
 
   “Then take a whiz or something, but get out.”
 
   Ro stared at the ceiling and held her palm up. Frankie reached into his pocket for his money clip, peeled off a twenty and smacked it into Ro’s hand.
 
   “Thank you.” She shoved the twenty into her cleavage. “I’ll be back.”
 
   Lucie laughed. “She’s been doing that to you for how long?”
 
   “Ten years, but it beats arguing with her. The sooner I pay her, the sooner she’s out of my hair.”
 
   He had a point there. “What’s up?”
 
   “How are you paying for the supplies you need?”
 
   “Probably my credit card.”
 
   “I want to be your investor.”
 
   Just like that. No preamble, no sales pitch, just boom. “Uh.”
 
   She should have known this was coming. Four years ago, Frankie had been an investor when a friend opened a smoothie bar in one of the local health clubs. A year later, after a major juice company bought the smoothie business, Frankie’s five thousand dollars turned into half a million. His share of the sale. Since then, Frankie had investor fever.
 
   “Luce, you don’t want to be jacking up your credit card. I’ll be the very silent money guy that gets you started. You run the show. All I want is to watch my money grow.”
 
   The way Frankie looked at her, his eyes glued to hers so steady and sure, fired her confidence. He believed in her. But was this a good idea? Going into business together had the potential to obliterate the strongest of relationships, never mind the ones in limbo.
 
   Then again, driving up her credit card would put her further in debt, and the more debt she carried, the longer it would take her to get out of Franklin. “You have that much faith in me?”
 
   “No doubt.”
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   “Yep. Coco Barknell is going places.”
 
   Lucie held out her hand to shake on the deal. Frankie clasped her hand and held it for a second while the normal buzz shot through her. He pulled her into him and kissed the hell out of her, sliding his tongue along her bottom lip. Mmmm. She had missed the magic of his tongue. The familiar heat fired low in her core and she imagined them together again in his bed, making love the way they used to. Touching every spot they each knew would make the other frantic. She squeezed his hand and moaned and Frankie inched closer, wrapped his free hand around her waist and pulled. 
 
   Softly kissing, he worked his way over her jaw, up her cheek to her ear. So good. So good. 
 
   Finally, he reached her neck and nibbled her earlobe. “Let’s slip out and go to my place.” 
 
   Oh, how she missed him.
 
   “Eh-hem!” Ro glided back into the room. “I thought you two broke up.”
 
   “Her timing always did suck.” Frankie straightened and waggled his eyebrows. “We did. I’m working on her.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
   “I still can’t believe you didn’t tell me about Otis,” Lucie said the following day when she and Joey walked up the Lutzes’ driveway for Otis’s afternoon visit. Only two more dogs after Otis and they were done. 
 
   The overcast day held the temperature in the fifties, and the cold from the driveway stones stabbed through the bottom of Lucie’s sneakers. The whole day had been like this. Raw and damp. She wanted a hot shower and a cup of tea.
 
   “Jeez,” Joey said. “Drop it already. Frankie told me not to say anything. Take it up with your boyfriend.”
 
   Lucie halted and waited for Joey to do the same. He wore his typical tight-lipped expression that silently screamed boredom.
 
   Too bad. “I’ve been dealing with these dognappings for a week. Until we finish examining all the accessories I’ve sold, if there’s an issue, I need to know about it.”
 
   “Are you gonna keep busting my balls about this?”
 
   “Pretty much, yes.”
 
   “Okay.” Joey wrapped her in a headlock and gave her a noogie. “As long as I know.”
 
   Moron.
 
   Two minutes later, Lucie had Otis leashed, and upon seeing Joey, the dog shot toward him nearly tearing off her arm.
 
   “Don’t jump,” she yelled as the tape leash unraveled to its full eight feet. Otis did one of his gravity defying leaps into Joey’s arms and knocked him back a full step.
 
   “This dog is an animal,” he said.
 
   “He’s a little high strung.”
 
   “A little?”
 
   He plopped Otis to the ground. “Luce, I’m thinkin’ Otis needs obedience training. I mean, are you walking him or is he walking you?”
 
   On cue, Otis bounded to his favorite tree and Lucie planted her feet. With gritted teeth and a steel grip, she held the leash with both hands, waiting for the impact when the dog ran out of slack. “He’s just spirited.”
 
   Wham. The leash jammed to a stop and so did Otis. Lucie’s muscles strained and she shifted her weight back.
 
   Joey snorted. “High-strung and spirited? Just say he’s a pain in the ass.”
 
   As much as her brother tortured her, she laughed. Joey always spoke his mind. It might be verbal vomit, but he’d tell you. There were times, though, that his logic made sense.
 
   Luckily, those times didn’t come often. “Thanks for walking with me. Even if I moan about it, I am more comfortable having company.”
 
   He shrugged. “No sweat. You’re my sister. I’ll always take care of you. Besides, Dad would kill me if I didn’t.”
 
   “Well, there you go.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Isn’t it funny that no matter how old we are we’re still afraid of him?”
 
   “There’s still a lot to be afraid of.”
 
   That wasn’t the point, but she should have known better. Joey would never change. He would always allow their father’s influence to guide him. Simple as that. Maybe he was happy that way. Did she have a right to question it? A soft humming noise caught in her ears while she watched Otis sniff around his favorite tree. “Go pee, Otis.”
 
   A car turned the corner, slowed, and Lucie’s temples throbbed. When did a car inching along suddenly put her in a panicked state?
 
   She watched them go by and caught a glimpse of the passenger. Didn’t recognize him. Paranoid. That’s what she was. “Onward ho, boys.”
 
   Otis made his way to the next tree and stopped. From behind, a car door slammed and they shifted to see a man running at them.
 
   Joey slid in front of Lucie. “Again? These guys are starting to irritate me. Run, Luce. I got this.”
 
   The hammering at her temples should have blown a hole right through her skull. She gave the leash a tug. “Let’s go, Otis.”
 
   He continued his sniffing as Joey charged the guy.
 
   “Otis!” The dog lifted his head in question. “Let’s go.” Nothing. Dammit.
 
   “Run, Luce,” Joey hollered just before he tackled the would-be assailant. The two men rolled on the ground, punches flying, and Lucie jerked the leash.
 
   Otis wouldn’t move.
 
   A hysterical bubble of laughter shot up her throat. The laughing could only be her sanity taking leave. She’d have to carry the dog—not an easy task. She bent low, scooped him into her arms and straightened. The tension in her back could have cracked her in two, but she focused on steadying the wiggling canine. “Stay still.”
 
   As usual, Otis wasn’t listening. He was busy staring up at her and licking her chin while she half ran, half walked past her brawling brother and the attacker.
 
   Get to the Lutzes’ garage. Her quasi walk-run caused Otis to slip, but she hefted him against her chest. A stream of air exploded from her mouth. Don’t drop him. Get to the garage.
 
   She gave him another good boost to strengthen her hold and he arched his back to get loose. Then the licking started again. That big, wet tongue slapping across her cheek. She craned out of his reach.
 
   “Otis, we have to get to the garage.”
 
   She continued the crazy gallop toward the house and, with quaking arms, set Otis down to punch in the garage code. She caught a glimpse of Joey hammering his fists into their attacker.
 
   Once inside the garage, she smacked her fingers across the button to close the door and ran into the house. She should call the police. Shouldn’t she?
 
   She ran to the front window and Otis, thinking it was playtime, leaped at her, his paws connecting with her butt and pushing her off balance.
 
   “Off.” She righted herself against the window frame and looked out.
 
   The battle between Joey and the attacker wore on, the two men tearing up the perfection of the neighbor’s sprouting green grass. Joey rolled to his feet and sent a kick to the guy’s midsection. It looked so painful that Lucie jumped back from the window.
 
   Then, a disheartening thought looped inside her. What if the guy Joey was beating to a pulp was some random person coming down the street? Maybe he wasn’t interested in them at all. He could be a neighbor rushing home to an injured child.
 
   The car that originally let the man off came around the corner. Two men bounded out. Okay. Not so random. She analyzed the men. One older, maybe mid-fifties. Gray hair, slicked back. Black slacks and a zip front jacket. The other, maybe around thirty, blond hair, huskier build, white track pants, red piping with the matching jacket.
 
   “Joey!”
 
   As if he could hear her.
 
   She ran to the mudroom, flipped open the cabinet where Mrs. Lutz stored poop bags and seasonal items. The can of bug spray had gotten pushed to the back over the winter, but she snapped it up and sprinted to the front door. With Otis in a crazed barking frenzy, Lucie cracked the door an inch, blocked the dog from escaping and squeezed through.
 
   Bug spray in hand, she charged the three men. “The police are on the way.” A bluff, but the bad guys didn’t know it. All they knew was, their friend lay at Joey’s feet in la-la land.
 
   The men tossed her a questioning glance and spun toward her. One laughed at her. Laughed at her?
 
   That did it.
 
   The sound of Otis howling from the safety of the house penetrated her mind and whipped like a live wire caught in a hurricane. Every inch of her tingled.
 
   I am so done with these jerks trying to take my dogs.
 
   She settled her finger on the nozzle of the bug repellent—one she knew caused substantial but temporary eye pain—and sent a blast into the first man’s eyes. He flew backward and rubbed his eyes. Yeah, go ahead, make it worse. She turned left, saw guy number two reaching for her—not a chance—and gave him a shot to the eyes. He too became blinded and stepped backward.
 
   From the house, Otis launched into another howling fit. “Ahhhh-wooooo!”
 
   The men dragged their half-unconscious friend to the waiting car while Joey’s mouth hurled a steady stream of curses. One thing about her brother, he never backed down. One of the men, his eyes nearly swelled shut, flipped them the bird.
 
   “What?” Lucie waved the can of bug spray. “You want more of this?”
 
   Apparently not. Their attackers jumped into the car, a white Chrysler 300, and Lucie craned her neck to see the license plate. No chance. The car peeled off, its tires squealing as it stormed the car-lined street.
 
   Hopefully, they’d hit one of the city’s world famous potholes and blow a tire. She lost sight of the car and brought her attention to her brother, who dragged her by the elbow toward the house.
 
   She pushed through the door, locked it behind them and, with the sudden crash of adrenaline, took note that Joey’s eye and lip were streaming blood. “You’re hurt.”
 
   “No, I’m not.”
 
   “You’re bleeding.”
 
   “That’s not hurt.”
 
   She gave him a once-over. His gray windbreaker was torn at the shoulder and his jeans, in addition to splattered mud stains, were blown out at the knees. What a mess. His battered eye was already turning purple.
 
   Joey pulled his phone from the pocket of his jeans.
 
   “Who’re you calling?”
 
   “Frankie.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because, now I’m mad.” He held the phone to his ear while Lucie ran to the kitchen for paper towels.
 
   “Come in the kitchen. There’s no carpet there.”
 
   Having this whole crisis unfold where half the neighbors on the block could see was bad enough. She didn’t need to get blood on Mrs. Lutz’s carpet. That would require explaining.
 
   You see, Mrs. Lutz, dognappers are stealing my clients. Yes, as a matter of fact, one of them did try to get Otis. Twice. Why didn’t I warn you that your beloved pet could be in danger? Well, I’m hoarding a stolen diamond, but have no idea where it came from.
 
   She waved Joey into the kitchen.
 
   “Yeah, it’s me,” he said into his phone. “Call me ASAP. Got a problem.”
 
   “Sit.” Lucie grabbed paper towels and ran them under the faucet. Water splashed off her hands onto the black granite counter. She’d worry about cleaning up when they were done. She turned to Joey, who for some unknown reason remained standing. She waved her arms toward the nightmare of a kitchen chair.
 
   The white upholstered chair was lovely, but fresh blood wouldn’t mix well with this particular style.
 
   How did she get to this place? All she ever wanted was to be an investment banker, and here she sat in her old boss’s home while her brother fought off dognappers and bled on the pristine furniture.
 
   “We need to clean you up. I have a first-aid kit in the car.”
 
   “First-aid kit. That’s funny.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   He shrugged. “You always have a plan.”
 
   And what was that supposed to mean? At least one of the Rizzo children should be a responsible adult. “There is nothing wrong with being prepared.”
 
   Joey threw his head down on the table and started snoring.
 
   “Watch the blood. Mrs. Lutz will freak if we stain something.”
 
   She grabbed him by the hair and pulled his head up to find him grinning in a way that reminded her of every moment of torment he’d inflicted upon her.
 
   She didn’t have time to smack him around right now. Her schedule was so completely screwed. Plus, Otis still hadn’t had his afternoon poop. That window only stayed open so long, and Lucie didn’t want to risk him doing it in the house. She’d have to walk him until he pooped. That could take an hour.
 
   An hour she didn’t have.
 
   “I need to clean that lip.” She scrunched her nose and dabbed at Joey’s lip while he sent a text.
 
   He finally held up his hand. “Enough, Luce. The hovering is weird. If you weren’t my sister, maybe it would be nice. Now it’s…blech.”
 
   “I was trying to help.”
 
   “Don’t be mad.”
 
   “I’m not mad.” She stopped. “No. That’s a lie. I am mad. I wanted to help you and you got nasty. To hell with you.”
 
   He laughed. “That’s more like it.”
 
   “Ugh.”
 
   But he gave her a small grin and his eyes held a softness she wasn’t accustomed to seeing. “Sorry.”
 
   Wow. Joey apologizing. A monumental occurrence. Maybe there was a human inside him after all. His phone rang and he glanced at the screen before punching the button.
 
   “Here’s the deal,” he said without bothering to say hello. “Some guy—different guy this time—tried to grab Otis…Yeah, hold up.”
 
   He put the phone on speaker. “You there?”
 
   “Luce,” Frankie said, “are you okay?”
 
   The sound of his voice gave her that instant sense of relief she’d known for years now and a gush of air escaped. Frankie brought sanity when insanity loomed. “I’m okay. Joey is bleeding though.”
 
   “He’ll live.”
 
   “I shot bug spray in their eyes.”
 
   “You did?”
 
   “I had to do something. There were three of them.”
 
   “Holy hell,” Frankie said. “Luce, you have to vary your pattern. Please.”
 
   He knew her well enough to know she liked routine. “These dogs have a schedule, Frankie. I can’t just change it. It’ll confuse them. Poor Otis is probably freaking out right now because I came running back in here with him and he hasn’t pooped yet. Do you know what that can do to a dog?”
 
   “He’ll live, too.”
 
   Clearly, Frankie didn’t give a lick about Otis’s mental health.
 
   “You don’t understand.”
 
   “No. I understand. I understand that you are going to get hurt. I understand that we need to do something to throw these people a curve. I understand that you want to do your job.”
 
   “Hey,” she said.
 
   “Sorry,” Frankie said. “But, please, change your pattern. Each day, change it up again.”
 
   Joey tilted his head. “He’s right.”
 
   “Of course he’s right. There’s just nothing I can do about it. I have a schedule to keep. I have the routes mapped out to maximize my time. If I start messing with it, I’m not going to get all the walks in.”
 
   “I don’t know what to tell you,” Frankie said in his holier-than-thou voice. She wanted to wallop him. Just smack him one.
 
   Joey looked down at his phone and spoke directly to Frankie. “What if we get a couple of the guys from my father’s crew to help out?”
 
   No wonder he wouldn’t look at her. “Are you insane?”
 
   “Knew she’d say that,” Frankie said.
 
   “How could they possibly help?”
 
   Joey made a huffing noise like she was a complete idiot. “A show of manpower. If they see five guys around you, they’ll go away.”
 
   Lunacy. Apparently, her brother had missed the last ten years of her hating their father’s lifestyle. That would be the only explanation for him to suggest such a ludicrous plan. She held up a finger. “Even if I liked that idea, there is no way I’d do it, because one of them is bound to tell Dad, and I don’t need him hassling me. He’s already on me because my Notre Dame education is supposedly being wasted on the dogs.”
 
   “Plus,” Frankie began, “I promised him she wouldn’t get hurt. Enlisting his guys would make him wonder. I don’t want your father pissed at me.”
 
   Joey nodded. “How about your dad’s crew? Will they keep their mouths shut?”
 
   “No,” she said. “I don’t like this plan.”
 
   Particularly because she wasn’t convinced this didn’t have something to do with her father’s business and the people that worked for him. She knew her father would never put her in direct danger. He had always tried to shield her from the life by not discussing it in front of her. No, if this had something to do with her father, he didn’t know about it. The men that worked for him, though? She had no idea.
 
   “I can’t count on them keeping quiet,” Frankie said. “They’re a bunch of old ladies.”
 
   “We are not enlisting anyone’s help,” Lucie said.
 
   Frankie stayed quiet. Too quiet. When he went dark like that, it meant he wanted her to think he was agreeing by not disagreeing.
 
   “Whatever you’re thinking, Frankie, forget it.”
 
   “Yes, dear.”
 
   Joey laughed.
 
   She smacked his arm. “Shut up.”
 
   “I gotta go,” Frankie said. “Luce, I’ll call you later and we’ll talk about it.”
 
   She rubbed her fingers across her forehead hoping to make the pounding stop. “All right. We have to finish Otis’s walk anyway.”
 
   “What?” Frankie said.
 
   “Don’t start. I’m being paid to walk these dogs. Poor Otis’s back teeth are floating he has to pee so badly. He needs to be walked.”
 
   “Joey, don’t you let her walk that dog.”
 
   This was it. Joey would side with Frankie. He always did. She bit down on her bottom lip.
 
   “I’ll take care of it.” Joey hung up.
 
   The best course of action was to start talking first. “I have to get Otis walked. I’ll do it with you or without you. I don’t care. This is my job and the Lutz’s have helped me. I owe them.”
 
   Joey held up his big hand, and she noticed blood staining his palm. “Chill. You’ll get Princess Puff-Puff walked.”
 
   Hold on. Did he just say what she thought he said? “Huh?”
 
   “Can we get through the yard to the other block?”
 
   Seriously? He’d break ranks with Frankie and walk the dog with her? A roar of affection for her degenerate gambler brother swarmed. He was siding with her.
 
   “The backyard isn’t fenced. We can cut through there. Do you think it’s safe?”
 
   “I have no idea, but your threat of calling the cops probably chased them off for now. If we take a different route, you can get Puff-Puff’s walk in and finish the other dogs.”
 
   “You need to get that lip looked at.”
 
   “Nag, nag,” Joey said. “Can we get this damn dog walked? I got my own business to run and these dogs are costing me.”
 
   Lucie nodded. Suddenly, she and Joey were a team. No matter how odd it seemed, she’d get her job done. And right now, that’s all she wanted.
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   Lucie made Joey load the merchandise for the Sammy Spaniel trunk show into Ro’s Escalade and winced when he threw the last box of collars.
 
   “For God’s sake, Joey. The rhinestones will be all over the bottom of the box.”
 
   He shrugged. “Then load it yourself.”
 
   Ro stepped off the front porch in a murderous red sheath and matching coat. “Stifle it. Let’s get moving. The traffic on the Kennedy is filthy.”
 
   “By the way,” Lucie said. “You look fabulous. A real professional.”
 
   After stalking by, Joey turned to check out Ro’s backside. He stared for a second, looked up at the sky and blew out a breath. Typical. Lucie peeked at her black slacks and gray cardigan. An hour ago, she thought she looked darn good. Next to Ro? Might as well be homeless.
 
   “Ro, I need your help.”
 
   “Anything for you, sister. You know I’ve got your back.”
 
   “Frankie and I are going on a date tomorrow—”
 
   “I thought you broke up.”
 
   “We did. We’re starting over.”
 
   “Again?”
 
   “Har-har. I need a change. Will you make me beautiful?”
 
   Ro clucked her tongue. “You’re already beautiful.”
 
   “I’m not a man-killer. I don’t want people wondering why Frankie is with me.”
 
   Ro linked her arm with Lucie’s and walked toward the car. “Anyone that wonders is an idiot and doesn’t deserve your time.”
 
   Good response. Excellent response. “Blah, blah. I still want to feel beautiful next to him. Help me step out of banker mode into something sexy.”
 
   Ro rolled her bottom lip out. “You’ve got the tits for it.”
 
   Lucie couldn’t control the laugh. Ro, like Joey, simply said what was on her mind. “You’ll help me?”
 
   “Of course. Even if you’ve only given me a day, this is my specialty. I’m great under pressure.”
 
   Yes, indeed. “Am I crazy, Ro?”
 
   “Not in the least. You’re in a rut. Why shouldn’t you want a change?”
 
   “Not that. Dating Frankie. We’ve broken up and gotten back together so many times, I’m not sure what we’re doing anymore.”
 
   Ro stopped next to the driver’s side door of the Escalade and turned to Lucie. “You love him. You got lucky because the sex is hot and he’s dependable.”
 
   That was certainly all true. “Well, sure.”
 
   “Love like that is all-consuming. The extra benefit with Frankie is you never have to worry about him screwing around, or walking out when you need him. Finding both at once is special.”
 
   Lucie didn’t understand. There hadn’t been any men in her life that came close to what Frankie meant to her. Wasn’t it always this way when two people loved each other? “So, I’m crazy if I let it go?”
 
   Ro tilted her head. “Didn’t say that. I’m saying you need to be aware of what you’re risking. Most people don’t get an inferno of passion and the security.”
 
   A snaking feeling curled inside and whispered that she and Ro were about to discuss something they, unbelievably, had never explored. “Did you?”
 
   Please say yes. Let me believe in happily ever after.
 
   Ro smiled and it was one of those smiles that carried the edge of regret. “Not at the same time.”
 
   Lucie took a tiny step back.
 
   “Don’t get me wrong,” Ro said. “Tommy is the guy I want to spend my life with. He’s a man I know I can come home to and he’ll take care of me. He’ll be kind and respectful and that’s what I need. At some point, the security became more important than the constant adrenaline rush. The adrenaline guy tore me to shreds, and I’d had enough of that.”
 
   Lucie must have been brain-fried, because for the life of her, she couldn’t think of a damn thing to say. There had been a lot of men in Ro’s life, and Lucie flipped through her mental file trying to determine who the shredder was.
 
   “You chose security?”
 
   “Yep. And I don’t regret it. Not for one second. I’m happy with good sex and stability. It beats off-the-charts sex and no stability.”
 
   The damn mental file in Lucie’s head was empty. Not even a hint. “Who shredded you?”
 
   Ro glanced toward the house. Probably checking on Joey Big Ears. “I never told you.”
 
   No. And Lucie couldn’t believe it. Weren’t they best friends? She thought so, and the ache in her chest couldn’t be ignored. Why the secrets?
 
   “I had good reason.”
 
   “What was it?”
 
   Ro shifted her gaze to it before blowing out a breath.
 
   God, please don’t let it be Frankie. If it was Frankie, Lucie would…she’d…she’d…hell, she didn’t know what she’d do, but vomiting could be at the top of the list. Right below that would be pulling a Lorena Bobbitt on Frankie and tearing out Ro’s hair. Brutal punishment. For both of them.
 
   “Joey,” the soon-to-be-hairless one said.
 
   Tension left Lucie like a blown tire. Thank you. “My brother Joey?” Lucie’s gaze shot to the front door. No sign of her brother. Good. She might have to kill him.
 
   Ro stared up at the sky, ran her gloved hand down the long column of her neck and breathed deep. Ro looking wistful. Over Joey. Go figure.
 
   “Yep. You were in graduate school. We were together for all of two months. It was two months of exquisite torture.”
 
   “What happened?”
 
   “Insanity is what happened. We got together one night. Every night after that became a mad rush to get into bed. He’d show up, we’d find a place to go, have crazy hot sex and do it all over again the next day. After eight weeks, I needed more. I wanted to go to the movies or to dinner, and all he wanted was to hang out with his friends.”
 
   “That shithead.” Lucie’s voice was louder than she’d anticipated and she slapped her hand over her mouth.
 
   Ro laughed. “Nah. He cared about me. I saw it in how affectionate he was. Even when the sex was a little adventurous, there was always trust. But that can’t sustain a relationship. I needed more. I needed him to grow up. Not right then, but eventually, and I was smart enough to know that Joey would always be a wildcard.” She stared back at the house.
 
   Joey and Ro? Adventurous sex? Definite ick factor. And yet, her obnoxious brother kept this from her. From everyone, really, otherwise Lucie would have heard about it.
 
   “And I was right. Can you picture me married to your brother? One of us would be dead.”
 
   Igniting Lucie’s temper had become a favorite pastime for Joey, but he had never once made a crude remark about her best friend. “Wow.”
 
   “Don’t be mad, Luce. Joey and I were okay with it, and when you came home, we didn’t want anything to change. It nearly killed me for a while because every time I came over, all I wanted was to curl into that big body of his. My heart was gutted.”
 
   Gutted.
 
   Joey? Ick.
 
   “And then you met Tommy?”
 
   Ro smiled at the mention of her husband. “Yep. He saved me. He’s everything I wanted Joey to be, but without the drama. I wouldn’t change anything. That’s me though. You have to know what you want. If Frankie is the hot sex guy and the stability guy, then you’ve hit the mother of all jackpots.”
 
   Doubting that was a waste of time. Frankie affected her in ways she’d never experienced. She thought about the implosion inside when his hands slid over her skin, or when he talked dirty in her ear. The idea of that happening with anyone else seemed impossible. She didn’t want it with anyone else.
 
   But they needed different things.
 
   Lucie glanced at the row of houses packed into the block and the cars parked bumper-to-bumper on the street. Two houses down, Mrs. Frasier had put her garbage can in the vacant spot to save it for her son, who worked odd hours, and nobody had moved it. This neighborhood had a flow to it, an unspoken set of rules no one dared to break.
 
   Frankie wanted this neighborhood. She didn’t.
 
   “I can’t let go of him,” Lucie said.
 
   “If it’s because you love him, then it’s a start. But don’t hang on to him because it’s comfortable. You both deserve better.”
 
   “It’s more than comfort. When I think about my life in five years, I’m with him. I just don’t know how to get there.”
 
   “Maybe you should stop thinking and just let it be.”
 
   Could she do that? Not chart out her life? All she’d done for the past ten years was set a course and follow it. She had wanted a respectable job—got that—and to get out of Franklin—got that. And yet, years later, all that planning had simply returned her to the place she’d started.
 
   She closed her eyes and absorbed the fact that planning wouldn’t guarantee her what she wanted.
 
   “Luce,” Ro finally said. “Give yourself a break and stop analyzing. Let’s get you some smoking hot clothes and drive Frankie crazy.”
 
   An already shaky budget flashed into Lucie’s mind. “I can’t spend a lot.”
 
   “We’ll go see a friend of mine. He’ll give us a good price.”
 
   “His stuff didn’t fall off the truck, did it?” All she needed was a stolen dress to go with the diamond.
 
   Ro shrugged. “I don’t think so, but you never know.”
 
   Dealing with anything stolen would put Lucie over the edge and she didn’t want to risk it. “After the trunk show, let’s go to Macy’s. We’ll find something there.”
 
   ***
 
   The ride downtown to Sammy Spaniel took longer than they had hoped and a steady drip of sweat wormed along Lucie’s spine. Damned Kennedy construction. Would it ever stop? Being late on the first day would hardly be a good start to a business relationship. It was so not Lucie’s style.
 
   They arrived at the store with only fifteen minutes to spare before opening. Thankfully, Jeanette had cleared a corner for them and had already set up a long, rectangular table.
 
   Ro whipped out a white tablecloth and spread it on the table. The banner with the newly made Coco Barknell logo came next, and she hung it over the front of the table. They had a logo. A cute one with a winking poodle wearing a diamond collar. How incredibly sassy.
 
   Coco Barknell.
 
   “You like?” Ro asked.
 
   Lucie’s throat swelled. “You did great, Ro.”
 
   “Thanks. I think I’m pretty good at this doggie thing. We’re a good team.”
 
   “I guess we’ll know after today if we can make this a side business or not.”
 
   Ro waved her off. “Forget side business. I’m thinking Fortune 500.”
 
   “That’ll be the day.”
 
   Ro handed her an empty box. “You’ll see.”
 
   But Lucie wasn’t sure she wanted to see. As a banker, she wanted to see mergers and acquisitions, initial public offerings and credit facilities. That’s what she wanted to see.
 
   The two of them worked in tandem with Lucie unloading and Ro artfully arranging the coats, collars and leashes on the table. Ro had even picked up steel necklace stands to display some of the collars. A nice touch.
 
   By the time they were done, an inviting array of collars and coats had been arranged on the table. Lucie smiled at Ro and their eyes met for a few seconds. They might actually pull this off.
 
   “What do you think?” Lucie asked.
 
   “I think it’s amazing.”
 
   Lucie leaned closer and whispered. “You checked all these stones, right? None of them are real?”
 
   “All checked. We’re good.”
 
   That was positive news. So far, they’d checked all the stones in Lucie’s stash, plus the items she had collected from her clients. No diamonds.
 
   Jeanette, in what Lucie had come to realize were trademark second-skin jeans, chose that moment to wander by. Ro gave her a long once-over. Jeanette returned the favor. 
 
   “How are we doing, ladies?” Jeanette asked after she and Ro finished mentally dissecting each other.
 
   “We’re ready,” Lucie said.
 
   After a quick perusal of the table, Jeanette picked up a coat to study the stitching. “I must say, these are exceptional. You’re an excellent seamstress.”
 
   “My mother did that one. And yes, she is an excellent seamstress.”
 
   The bells on the entry door jangled, and a woman with a droopy-lidded dog came in. The dog had a few—more like ten—extra pounds on him, and Lucie felt sure they had nothing that would fit him. Shoot. Mental note: plus-sized dog coats.
 
   The woman stopped at the table and Ro dove in, letting her know they custom made all the pieces and, yes, of course, they could make something for Muffy. Muffy? Frankie would have a heart attack over the injustice of naming that dog Muffy.
 
   The bells jangled again and Lucie, letting Ro handle Muffy the fluffy, turned to see the Falcones and Jimmy Two-Toes entering the store. Good God.
 
   She planted a big-butt smile on her face and wandered over. “Hi, Mr. and Mrs. Falcone.” She never called them by their first names like Frankie did with her parents. She didn’t have that comfort level and wasn’t sure she minded. “Hi, Jimmy.”
 
   “Hello, Lucie,” Mrs. Falcone said. “Frankie told us about your trunk show and we thought we would offer our support.”
 
   Mr. Falcone waved toward the table. “Giovanna, look at this stuff. Unbelievable.”
 
   “Ho!” Jimmy said. “You got talent, kid.”
 
   Frankie’s mom nodded. “These collars are wonderful. The craftsmanship is lovely.”
 
   “Welcome,” Jeanette said, making a beeline for her potential customers. Frankie’s father turned, and his eyes went straight for Jeanette’s chest. The apple didn’t fall far from this tree.
 
   Mrs. Falcone’s instincts must have roared to the front of her brain because she pressed her lips together and turned her attention to a zebra print coat. Mr. Falcone though, he wasn’t going anywhere. Neither was Jimmy. Jimmy looked as if he wanted to plow head first into Jeanette’s cleavage.
 
   “This emerald collar is lovely.” Mrs. Falcone pretended to ignore her husband and his sudden interest in Jeanette, but Lucie knew better.
 
   “Thank you. Roseanne helped me with that one. She has a flair for this.”
 
   “I’ll take it.”
 
   Lucie gasped. “You don’t have a dog.”
 
   Mrs. Falcone’s eyes zeroed in on her husband, who reluctantly released his gaze from Jeanette’s chest when she went toward the back of the store with Jimmy. “I’ll take the emerald and the sapphire one. I’ll give them to my girlfriends for their dogs.”
 
   Hell’s bells. That was two hundred and fifty dollars’ worth of collars for a woman who didn’t own a dog. This was about pissing off Mr. Falcone. He’d humiliated his wife by becoming enamored with Jeanette’s boobs. Now he would pay. Literally.
 
   “Thank you, Mrs. Falcone. This is most generous of you.”
 
   “We’re practically family.” She grabbed a few business cards. “I’ll take a couple of your cards to put with the collars. My friends may want more and I’d rather they work directly with you.”
 
   Meaning Jeanette wouldn’t get one red cent. “Certainly. I’d be happy to design something for them.”
 
   Frankie’s father stepped up and his wife shoved the collars into his chest. “Pay for these.”
 
   With that, she left the store.
 
   Rather than send Mr. Falcone back into Jeanette’s vortex, Lucie took the collars from him. “I’ll get these rung up for you. Cash or credit?”
 
   “How much are they?”
 
   “A hundred twenty-five each.”
 
   His jaw flopped open. Served him right. He pulled a money clip from his pocket and peeled off three hundred-dollar bills.
 
   After ringing up the merchandise, Lucie returned to Mr. Falcone and found him eyeing a couple of coats.
 
   “These are something else, Lucie.”
 
   He set the coats down and took the bag from her. “Thank you. I appreciate the purchase.”
 
   “Happy to do it.” He took a final long look at the table.
 
   “Is there something else I can show you?”
 
   He laughed. “Nah. If I didn’t see my wife buy this stuff, I wouldn’t have believed people spend this much on dogs. Good for you.” Turning toward the back of the store, he yelled, “Jimmy, we’re going.”
 
   Jimmy shot from behind a shelf loaded with dog food and scurried by her.
 
   “Take care, Lucie.”
 
   Ro stepped behind the table and adjusted the coats Mr. Falcone had moved. “That was interesting,”
 
   “No kidding.”
 
   “I snuck back to where Jimmy and Jeanette were. They’re having dinner together Sunday night.”
 
   “You snooped?”
 
   “Sure. Did you know she lives above the store?”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “I heard her tell him. You get to her apartment from the back of the building.”
 
   “Makes for a short commute, I guess.”
 
   “Plus, she could always run down here and get Jimmy a snack, dog that he is.”
 
   Lucie laughed. Why not? Jimmy was a dog. A dirty, rotten one. Putting aside what he did for a living, he had a wife.
 
   Some women could put up with it. Not Lucie. She would make her own way in the world.
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter Nine
 
    
 
   Lucie questioned her own sanity when Ro came to the Rizzos’ house to do her magic with Lucie’s hair and makeup for the big date. Within minutes of Ro’s arrival, using the force of a bludgeoning, she manipulated Lucie’s shoulder-length hair around barrel-sized plastic rollers. Ah, the suffering of a woman trying to “fluff” her hair.
 
   Thanks to the portable radio on the shelf above her head, Lucie tapped her foot to Madonna as Ro applied layer upon layer of brown eye shadow in a multitude of hues. Espresso liquid liner came next, along with gobs of jet-black mascara. Lucie tried not to blink as Ro perfected what she called the smokey look.
 
   Lucie called it a lot of stinking work and hoped it didn’t leave her looking like a crack whore.
 
   “Let’s get you into the dress and I’ll do your hair. You’re almost there, kiddo.”
 
   “Glory be. I’m not made for all this primping. Who has this kind of time?”
 
   “You make the time, babycakes. You think I roll out of bed looking like this?” Ro marched across the hall to Lucie’s bedroom, her head high and her long hair flying behind her.
 
   Footsteps, or perhaps they were bombs dropping, came from the end of the hallway. Joey emerging from his lair.
 
   “I need the john.”
 
   “We’ll be done in ten minutes. If you can’t wait, use the yard.”
 
   Lucie laughed. Good old Ro knew just how to deal with men.
 
   A second later, Ro reentered the bathroom. “Here’s the bra. This baby will keep the girls in place.”
 
   Lucie held the contraption in front of her. “If I can figure out how to put it on.”
 
   Ro pointed to the straps hanging from the bottom of the bra. “These wrap around your waist. Then this top strap buckles around your neck.”
 
   Lucie focused hard.
 
   “Forget it. Strip and I’ll put it on you.”
 
   “Ew. No.” Lucie snatched the bra. “I have an MBA. I can figure it out. Just turn around while I do it.”
 
   Jeez, this was a lot of work. Frankie had better appreciate it. And if he even thought he was getting her out of this bra once she got it on, he’d better think again.
 
   Joey’s iron fist smacked against the door, and Lucie and Ro both jumped.
 
   Ro smacked her open palm against the door. “Don’t make me open this.”
 
   “Yeah,” Lucie yelled.
 
   “Five more minutes and I’m busting this door down to take a piss. You can watch if you want.”
 
   “Won’t that be exciting,” Ro shot back.
 
   “Five minutes.”
 
   Lucie, with the contraption of a bra in place, slipped on her robe. “Keep your drawers on. We’re done.”
 
   She swung the door open and Joey stepped back to let them pass.
 
   “Finally,” he said.
 
   Ro blew him a kiss when they marched by.
 
   “He’s such an idiot,” Lucie said, closing her bedroom door behind them. “But there are times, like when he helps me with the dogs, that he’s so nice. That’s the brother I want. The dog walking one.”
 
   “And I want to be Angelina Jolie. Let’s not count on either. Time to get you dressed.”
 
   Ten minutes later, after a toxic level of hairspray had been applied to Lucie’s coif, Ro waved toward the mirror. “Take a look.”
 
   Lucie rose from the bed, took a second to balance on the high-heeled silver sandals. If she tumbled down the stairs in these stilts, at least she’d have a hairspray crash helmet to absorb the impact.
 
   She stepped over to the closed door where the full body mirror hung, but didn’t look into it. A sudden fear gripped her. What if after all the shopping and primping, she hated the image? What if Frankie hated it? It would be her luck that her one attempt to be more than plain old Lucie would be a disaster.
 
   No. This would be good. She reached deep into herself and thought about all the years she and Ro had been friends, and realized Ro wouldn’t let her down.
 
   “Luce, just look. It’s good. I promise.”
 
   Lucie glanced up and saw a woman in a red halter dress. A woman whose body she barely recognized and whose hair curled wildly around her face. She grinned at herself, at the woman who had become a man-killer.
 
   The sound of the doorbell carried from the first floor. Frankie.
 
   Lucie grinned. “He rang the bell. Like a real date. How sweet is that?”
 
   “Charm boy is working it.” Ro held the door open for her. “This is your night. Enjoy it. Think about all the reasons you love him. Not the ones that tear you apart.”
 
   ***
 
   After dinner, while waiting for one of the two valets to chase down the car, Frankie wandered to the garbage can on the corner to toss something and Lucie admired the modern minimalism of his navy suit. He wore a pressed white dress shirt, sans tie and she realized, no matter what he wore, his clothing choices added to his no-nonsense persona.
 
   She closed her eyes, tilted her head back and breathed in the cool air. The sounds of cars speeding through the intersection, pedestrians chatting and the click-click-click of a woman’s high-heels surrounded her. She loved this city.
 
   Feeling something tickle up her spine, she opened her eyes and caught the second valet staring at her. Really staring. Then the guy gave her the once over and nodded.
 
   She had just scored the coveted double take and the feeling became something bright and warm and so incredibly luscious.
 
   This deserved something special. What the hell, she offered up a little finger wave.
 
   Frankie returned wearing a landslide of a grin. “I turn my back for one second and you’re flirting?”
 
   “I couldn’t help it. Did you see the way he looked at me…like he wanted to lick something off me? How incredibly exciting.”
 
   But Frankie didn’t look too excited. Not with the whole teeth-gritting thing going on. “You think?”
 
   She laughed. “I know. This is a proud moment.”
 
   Frankie nuzzled her neck. “I could make that licking thing happen. The Hyatt is right around the corner.”
 
   Oh, my. With a tiny shift of her head, his warm breath crossed her cheek and she moved closer to feel the heat and softness of his lips against her. She reached up, glided her fingers over his perfect cheekbone.
 
   Her Frankie.
 
   Enjoying the familiarity of his arm sliding around her, she kissed him, lingered there, loving the feel of him, and then slowly backed away. “You can lick something off me later. I don’t want to mess up the dress before we go dancing.”
 
   “Oh, I won’t mess up the dress. That I can promise. And I’d still take you dancing.” He moved closer, right up to her ear. “Come on, Luce, we’ll get a room and stay downtown tonight.”
 
   They had no clothes or toothbrushes and he wanted to do a sleepover? “We aren’t prepared for an overnighter.”
 
   “So what? I’ll buy us a couple of toothbrushes—maybe some chocolate syrup for that licking thing—and we’ll do the walk of shame in the morning. Only, I won’t be feeling shameful.”
 
   She thought about it; let the idea take shape. The bad girl. The dirty stay-out.
 
   “Yes,” she said, and he smiled like a gold medalist. “You’re still taking me dancing though.”
 
   “Anywhere you want to go.”
 
   “Frankie?”
 
   “What?”
 
   She had to ask. “Do you like me better dressed like this?”
 
   “No.”
 
   All this work and he didn’t like it? Yikes. “You’re not even going to think about it?”
 
   He shook his head. “Don’t need to.”
 
   Hiding her disappointment didn’t come easy, but she plastered a smile on her face and held it until it set.
 
   “Luce, I want you any way I can get you. I love this look on you. It’s sexy and outrageous and a huge turn-on. So, if you want to do this, great, but I don’t like it better. I love you being you. If this is a side of you, then I’m all over it.”
 
   She could simply be her and it didn’t matter to him. What a gift. What a catch. “Thank you.”
 
   And yet, for all the happiness he gave her, she wanted more. She wanted him to leave his home so they wouldn’t always be known as mob kids. That’s all Franklin, Illinois saw in them. She wanted more.
 
   Frankie ran the pad of his thumb across her bottom lip then kissed the same spot. “You know what I’m thinking?”
 
   “What?” Not that she cared at the moment.
 
   “I’m thinking we should do this date thing again next Saturday night.”
 
   Lucie did the math. “That’s the fourth Saturday of the month.”
 
   “Do you need to check your calendar?” He kissed her again. “Maybe you have another date?”
 
   This was unbelievable. Shocked cold, she pushed back and waited for the moment he would realize what he’d just done. One, two, three…nothing.
 
   “What?” he asked.
 
   “You go to your parents’ on the fourth Saturday of the month.”
 
   He nodded. “Normally. Next Saturday though, I think I’d like to take a hot brunette on a date. Of course, if you don’t want to go, I’ll just go to my parents’ and tell them you blew me off.”
 
   Telling his Frankie-can-do-no-wrong parents something like that would make them furious. “You wouldn’t dare.”
 
   The Frankie Factor grin rocketed across his face. “You know I would.”
 
   Lucie laughed her horror. “That’s blackmail.”
 
   “Persuasion.”
 
   “Blackmail!”
 
   He shrugged.
 
   Were they truly joking about this? After it had been such an issue between them? Or was he simply trying to please her. “You’re just doing this because you think it’ll make me happy.”
 
   Finally, the grin faded and he blew out a breath. “Luce, I’m trying here. You’re always on me about taking your side. Now I’m doing it and you’re still on me. You wanted me to compromise. I’m doing it.”
 
   Yes, he was. And she sounded like a woman who was never happy. She grabbed the edge of his suit jacket and pulled him tight against her. “You’re right. I’m sorry. I’d love a Saturday date.”
 
   He pulled back from the hug. “Maybe this dating thing is what we need. We’ve never done it before.”
 
   “I think I’ll like it. We’ll start over. Take day trips and talk. Not worry about our families. They won’t be the tie that binds us.”
 
   Frankie did a clipping action with his two fingers.
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “The cutting of the ties that bind.”
 
   Within fifteen minutes, Frankie shoved her through the hotel room door. A fierce, buzzing energy blazed low in her belly and she realized she loved sneaking around like a couple of high school kids. Every flipping second of it.
 
   Having never been the bad girl, this little romp screamed sinner. Particularly when Frankie flattened her against the door and hiked her dress up, his long fingers frying her skin. She drew a hissing breath and closed her eyes. How long she’d been without him.
 
   Don’t stop. Please don’t stop.
 
   He bent low, slipped his fingers under the edge of her underwear and…yanked.
 
   Holy moly.
 
   The damned things only made it as far as her thighs, though.
 
   Frankie laughed. “Damn. Thought I had that.”
 
   “Try again, fella.”
 
   On the second try, they hit her knees and he slid them off her. Were they really going to have sex against the back of a hotel room door? Where millions of strangers did the same thing?
 
   God, she hoped so.
 
   Frankie slid his hands up her thighs and over her boney hips, and the inferno in her stomach spread to her legs. Totally crazy—the lust she still had for him.
 
   He trailed frantic kisses over her neck. “Are you okay with this?”
 
   Locking one leg around him, she pulled him tighter.
 
   “I guess that was a yes.”
 
   He unzipped his fly, boosted her against the door and she wrapped her other leg around him, ready for that moment, that first press of him against her that she’d memorized from the thousands of times they’d made love.
 
   He entered her with the quick self-assuredness that Lucie adored about him. Frankie knew his talents, and pleasing a woman ranked high. Her breath hitched and she let out a long moan. It had been too long since she felt this need for him. This want for more. This passion.
 
   When he pulled back, she breathed in, waiting for the next slow slide when her backside would bump against the door. How had she ever believed she could live without him? Yes, she could be anything with Frankie. He’d never judge her. Pity her. Patronize her.
 
   “I love you,” she said, invading his mouth, nipping at his lips. The ferocious hunger tore into her and she pumped her hips, needing him deeper and deeper still, while her world spun in a glorious whirl and she shook her head, fighting off the explosion, wanting it to last. But he knew her. Knew the rhythm of her body. Knew the magic spot that would undo her. He hitched her a little higher and—boom—sent her over the edge, tumbling, tumbling, tumbling until the cry trapped in her body broke free.
 
   His body stiffened and he grunted before collapsing against her. “Love…you…too.” 
 
   “Easy in there,” someone cracked from the hallway.
 
   She popped her eyes open, stared at Frankie and burst out laughing. They stood there, her back plastered to the door with him still inside her and breathing heavy.
 
   “You’re destroying me tonight,” he said.
 
   The words caught in her brain. She wanted to destroy him. “Good.”
 
   “I might die, but I’ll go with a smile on my face.”
 
   He stepped back and an instant chill slammed against her. Nothing unusual. Every time he left her, the cold came. He pulled up his pants, grabbed her panties off the floor and handed them over before reaching around the bathroom wall to flip on the light. “It’s all yours.”
 
   “Thanks,” she said. “And lucky me, I didn’t have to take my bra off.”
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter Ten
 
    
 
   Late Monday afternoon, Lucie finished with Fannie and Josie and dropped them at home before heading to Sammy Spaniel’s to retrieve her share of the trunk show sales.
 
   Of course, to celebrate a day without dognappings, she and Frankie ducked into the alley next to the Bernard’s for a make-out session before he left for work.
 
   That Frankie.
 
   That tongue.
 
   At certain times, that was all she needed to smooth her edges. They argued a bit over his leaving her alone, but she reasoned the dogs were the targets. As long as she didn’t have a dog with her, she’d be safe. Besides, her ongoing investigation of the items she had sold hadn’t produced any other diamonds. She’d have to keep looking.
 
   Lucie made quick work of getting to Sammy’s to pick up her check. From there, she’d take a cab to the Lutzes’ to retrieve her car. Frankie had been reduced to taking the train home from work every night so she wouldn’t drive into the city alone in the morning. It seemed like overkill to her, but spending time with him would never be a bother.
 
   She pushed through the door at Sammy’s and the doggie bells on the door jangled.
 
   Jeanette stood along the sidewall restocking coats and collars. An open box sat on the floor next to her. She wore her typical dark jeans paired with a wrap sweater that showed off her chest. No shock there. Her hair was pulled away from her face and when she looked up, her eyes carried extra luggage under them.
 
   “Hi, Lucie.” Jeanette’s voice didn’t have its usual bubbly excitement and her questioning stare forced Lucie to check her mental calendar.
 
   Yep. Monday. “You told me to stop by and we’d settle up from the trunk show.” Jeanette pressed her fingers to her forehead. Uh-oh. “Are you okay?”
 
   Jeanette nudged the box on the floor and stepped toward Lucie. “The store was robbed last night.”
 
   Robbed. Oh, no. “I’m so sorry. Were you here when it happened?”
 
   “No. I was out with Jimmy. After he dropped me off, I came down to do my orders and the place was a mess.”
 
   “What about your alarm?”
 
   Jeanette shook her head. “They cut a hole through the second floor window and unlocked it. I only have glass-break sensors up there. They must have carried everything through the window.”
 
   Lucie glanced around the store, but every collar, leash and shelf item seemed to be in its rightful place. Jeanette must have been up all night. “Well, it looks like you have everything organized.”
 
   “Yes. I had back stock and got right to it after the police finished. If the store isn’t open, I don’t make money.”
 
   “What was missing?”
 
   “Mostly cash. I usually do my deposit on Mondays after the busy weekend.”
 
   “Ah, Jeanette. That stinks. Do the police have any leads?”
 
   “Who knows? They fingerprinted all over, but so many people come through here, they didn’t seem too hopeful. Maybe they’ll get a print from the register.”
 
   Lucie nodded. There would be no way she could take a check from her today. Not after being robbed. “Forget about the check. We’ll settle up at the end of the week.”
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   Lucie nodded. “Absolutely. Can I help you? I’m done with the walks so I could help if you need to do orders or something.”
 
   “I appreciate that, but I have it under control. Besides, you may not want to stay here when I tell you the rest.”
 
   Good God. “What?”
 
   “I lost mostly cash, but a lot of my high-end stuff was stolen. They took all the wooden dog feeders, the oversized beds...”Jeanette held her hand to her forehead again. “Some of the coats and collars are gone. I’m sorry, Lucie. They took everything left from your trunk show.”
 
   Suddenly, this random robbery didn’t seem so random. “Everything?”
 
   “I’m so sorry. I’ll pay you for them. My insurance should cover it. I feel horrible.”
 
   Insurance. Right. Lucie would still earn money, but that wasn’t the damned point. What a nightmare. Could the diamond thief have robbed Jeanette’s store to get to Lucie’s items?
 
   A screeching sound in her brain made her a little woozy. She propped a steadying hand against the wall.
 
   “Lucie?”
 
   It was her fault. Should she tell Jeanette? She wanted to, but what did she really know? Nothing. And trying to explain something she herself didn’t understand would be impossible.
 
   She needed to get out of here. Get her thoughts together. She should have followed her instincts and not put any merchandise in this store. Instead, she let Frankie, with all his Fortune 500 Coco Barknell crap convince her. She should have done it her way.
 
   Lucie said goodbye to Jeanette and ran to the corner for a cab. No luck. Dammit.
 
   She tore down the street and cut over one block to Sanford’s, a local hot spot, where she easily found a cab. She pulled her phone and dialed Frankie’s cell.
 
   “Hey,” he said. “I just got to the office. What’s up?”
 
   “Can you meet me in the lobby in ten minutes?”
 
   “Here?”
 
   The pounding in Lucie’s head traveled to her eyes. “Yes.”
 
   “What’s wrong?”
 
   “Jeanette’s store was robbed. My accessories are gone.”
 
   “Son of a bitch.”
 
   Eight minutes later, Lucie stormed through the revolving door into the cavernous lobby of the Herald and found Frankie standing next to the security desk where a guard checked in a visitor. Frankie waved her toward the windows and a modicum of privacy. Her sneakers squeaked against the marble floors and the guard and lone visitor tossed her a look.
 
   “I feel like I’m getting nowhere. Ro has gone through every stone in my stock and hasn’t found any other diamonds, which means the thief still thinks the diamond we found is on one of my coats. Clearly, the warnings our fathers put out are not helping. We have to figure out who is doing this. Waiting for another dognapping so we can capture the thief has failed.”
 
   Frankie pulled her into him and squeezed. He was as lost as she was.
 
   “I’ve had it, Frankie.”
 
   He pushed back and eyed her with that focus he reserved for split-finger fastballs. “Have you finished collecting the stuff you’ve sold?”
 
   “I’m working on it. It’s not easy getting all that stuff back.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “Jeanette being robbed just days after my stuff landed in her store was not a coincidence. You have to know that. I’m responsible for what happened to that woman. And don’t give me any of your can-do attitude crap. I need to do something. Fast.”
 
   “I know. We’ll figure this out.”
 
   There it was. The can-do attitude. He simply couldn’t help it. She let the sound of his voice settle her quaking nerves. He always provided the calm in her storm.
 
   “It’s crazy, Frankie. The dogs being dognapped, Jeanette’s store being robbed. It has to stop.”
 
   “Yeah, it does.” He glanced at his watch. “I gotta get back upstairs, but I’ll get a couple of the guys from my father’s crew to help out.”
 
   “Are you insane?”
 
   “Knew you’d say that.”
 
   “How could they possibly help?”
 
   “If the dognappers see five guys around you, they’ll go away.”
 
   She held up a finger. “Even if I liked that idea, there is no way I’d do it. One of them is bound to tell my father, and I don’t need him hassling me.”
 
   Obviously fed up, Frankie squeezed his fingers over his forehead, his nails turning red from the pressure. Lucie filled the gap of silence. “And I’m not convinced this doesn’t have something to do with my father’s business or the people who work for him.”
 
   “Your father wouldn’t put you in direct danger.”
 
   Yes, she believed that, but she didn’t trust the people working for him. “We are not enlisting anyone’s help.”
 
   Frankie stayed quiet. Too quiet.
 
   “Whatever you’re thinking, forget it.”
 
   He grinned. “Yes, dear.” His phone rang and he checked the screen. “It’s my editor. I gotta go. I’ll call you later and we’ll talk about it. For now, please, go straight home and stay put.”
 
   After dropping a quick kiss on her lips, he took off toward the elevator.
 
   Lucie turned toward the revolving door. She’d stay put, but she wouldn’t be idle. Time to show these dognappers what she was made of.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   That evening, tired of feeling helpless over the dognappings and non-random robbery at Sammy Spaniel, Lucie devised a plan. That plan included pepper spray and a stun gun. She had a vision of herself dressed as Wonder Woman—God help her giant boobs in that outfit—zapping the you-know-what out of any man trying to steal one of her dogs.
 
   “Wonder Womaaannnnnn!” Lucie sang as she planted herself at her makeshift desk and booted up her laptop. The whirring subsided and she quickly went to her search engine and typed in ‘stun gun’. She would work on the pepper spray next.
 
   Taking this step was bold and who knew if she had the nerve to actually use either of these devices; but she’d carry them just in case.
 
   Once the purchase was made with overnight delivery, Lucie checked pepper spray and stun gun off her to-do list. Next up, she’d have to start varying walks. No sense making it easy for the bad guys to find her. For this project, she would need the expanse of the dining room table. She scooped up her laptop, grabbed her Chicago street map and headed downstairs.
 
   She’d make this work. How she would do it in a car, she had no idea. The guys had been rotating driving her from client to client, but the traffic and parking issues were murdering her schedule. Precious time had been wasted battling traffic and searching for parking spaces.
 
   Time for a scooter resurgence.
 
   Lucie reached the dining room and found her mother at the table stitching buttons on a new pea coat for Otis. “That coat looks great, Mom. Otis will love it.”
 
   “I want to meet this Otis. Maybe I’ll walk with you one day.”
 
   Oh, boy. Not gonna happen. “Mmm-hmmm.” Safest answer.
 
   Mom set the coat aside and flexed her fingers while reading the production list Lucie had prepared. “The pea coat is finished. Now on to the leopard print with the velvet collar.”
 
   “Mom?”
 
   She looked up and stared at Lucie over the top of her reading glasses. “Yes?”
 
   “Thank you. I couldn’t do this without you.”
 
   She smiled her perfect smile that made Lucie think of hot chocolate and marshmallows. “Sweetie, I’m enjoying it. I’m part of the executive team for Coco Barknell. It’s exciting. I think I needed something. This might be it.”
 
   “And don’t forget you’ll get paid.”
 
   “And won’t your father love that?”
 
   Lucie shrugged. “Don’t tell him. At least not now. It can go on the what-he-doesn’t-know list.”
 
   Lucie unfolded her map and started checking cross streets and side streets. Internet mapping searches would need to be performed to see if she could get a visual on where the alleys ran.
 
   She could do this. No problem.
 
   At some point later, her phone rang and she glanced at the screen. Frankie. Off of work already? What time was it? She checked the wall clock. Ten-thirty. Wow, she and her mother had been sitting here for over two hours.
 
   “Hi.”
 
   “Hey. You still up?”
 
   “I’m talking to you aren’t I?”
 
   “Duh,” he said in his teasing voice. “Are you up for a visit? I got done early.”
 
   “Sure. Mom’s working on a coat and I’m rotating between paperwork and collars.”
 
   “See you in five.” He hung up. No goodbye. Nothing. She was so going to break him of that.
 
   “Frankie is coming by. Is that okay?”
 
   “Of course. You know I adore him.”
 
   She knew all right. At least her mother didn’t nag her about marrying him.
 
   Mom stood and arched her back into a long stretch. “I’m turning in. There’s an old Cary Grant movie on. It’s a good night for Cary.”
 
   After finishing her stretch, Mom stepped around the table and kissed Lucie on the cheek. “Goodnight, honey. If Joey comes home, tell him there’s a plate in the fridge.”
 
   Lucie smiled. “I will. You’re too good to him.”
 
   “He’s my boy.”
 
   Frankie knocked lightly on the front door just as her mother hit the lower landing. She turned, checked the peep and opened the door. “Hi, Frankie. Goodnight, Frankie.” She pecked him on the cheek and headed upstairs.
 
   He walked toward the dining room. “Did I break up the party?”
 
   “No. She’s tired. I hope I’m not working her too hard.”
 
   “She’ll tell you if you are.” He stared at the street map. “What’s this?”
 
   “I’m varying my route.”
 
   His face lit up. “Really? Is that what all the highlights and dots are?”
 
   “Yes.” She pointed to yellow dots. “These are alleys we can cut through to avoid traffic lights.”
 
   He scanned all the arrows pointing different directions. “Ouch.”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “You can do all this in one day?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   He eyed her. “You sure?”
 
   “Pretty sure.”
 
   “In a car?”
 
   Here’s the sticky part. “Scooter.”
 
   He gave her the psych ward look. “Well, you need to do it by car if Joey and I are going to be with you. Non-negotiable.”
 
   Non-negotiable. Pfft. That’s what he thinks. “I’ll never get it done by car. It has to be done by scooter.”
 
   Frankie held out his hands. “How’s that gonna work?”
 
   And now the fun really begins. Lucie handed him computer printouts of the scooters. “What color do you like?”
 
   He tossed the pages on the table. “No.”
 
   “It’s the only way. In order for me to keep my business running, I need to make adjustments. Those adjustments include riding scooters. You and Joey are rotating days so you ride it one day, he rides it the next.”
 
   “Luce, I can deal with the scooter. It’ll be tough, but I’ll suck it up. Joey? Forget it. He’ll look like a gorilla on a tricycle. You won’t get him on it.”
 
   This, she expected. Had even prepared for it. “Oh, I’ll get him on it.”
 
   “I’d like to have a ringside seat for that conversation.”
 
   The back door opened and in came Joey. Lucie glanced at Frankie. How the hell did he do that? “I guess your request has been granted.”
 
   Joey entered the dining room wearing jeans and a Bulls slicker. “What?”
 
   She swore he had inherited their father’s hearing. She could be screaming and if they didn’t want to hear it, they wouldn’t. Start whispering and they had bionic ears.
 
   “Mom left you a plate in the fridge.”
 
   “I ate at the bar.” Joey shifted to Frankie for a fist bump. “What’s up?”
 
   Preparing for the show, Frankie pulled a chair and sat. “Ask your sister.”
 
   They both turned to Lucie and she shoved the printouts at Joey. “What color do you like?”
 
   Joey glanced at the picture. “My ass.”
 
   “Your ass will be sitting on that scooter. Pick a color.”
 
   He looked at Frankie, who wore the smile of a man quite comfortable with the direction of the proceedings. “Is she stunade or what?”
 
   Stunade. Stupid in Italian. He knew better.
 
   Frankie leaned back and wrapped his hands behind his head. “She charted a new route. It’s so damn complicated we’ll have to ride scooters.”
 
   With narrowed eyes, Joey stared at Frankie, and then turned to Lucie. It would be a miracle if he agreed to this. He still hadn’t gotten over scooping poop.
 
   “I’m not doing it.” He pointed a beefy finger at the picture of the scooters. “My six-foot-four body won’t fit on that.”
 
   She waved him off. “Of course it will.”
 
   He planted his hands on his hips. “No.”
 
   Lucie turned to Frankie. “I don’t really care if he rides the scooter. I’m still walking the dogs. These dognappers will not dictate how I live my life. I’ll find a way to protect the dogs with or without bodyguards.”
 
   “Now she’s being a brat,” Joey said.
 
   Were they kidding themselves? These men had been around her long enough to know she wouldn’t back down. The truth was, after the incident with Otis, she was terrified to do the walks alone, but she knew Frankie wouldn’t let that happen. That was the joy of being together so long. They had fallen into a rhythm of understanding. Where her thoughts left off, his picked up and, at the moment, she could sense him calculating a compromise.
 
   Frankie finally pulled his hands from his head and leaned forward on the chair. “You’re not doing it yourself.”
 
   Then he turned to Joey. “We can’t let her walk those dogs alone.”
 
   “Frankie promised Dad you two would walk with me.”
 
   “Oh, son of a bitch.” Joey dug his fingers through his hair. “You have got to be kidding me with that tactic.”
 
   “Is it working?”
 
   “Well, yeah. We wouldn’t have to worry about my ass fitting on that thing because Dad would rip it to pieces.”
 
   Sometimes Joey’s fear of their father worked to her advantage.
 
   Frankie high-fived her. Lucie grinned at them and picked up the picture of the scooter. “I like the midnight blue for you boys.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Frankie stepped into Petey’s for lunch the next day to find the walls of the place busting with locals. He took a second to enjoy the familiar scent of garlic and baking bread before a few neighborhood people stopped to say hello. As usual, his father’s crew sat in the four-top table in the center of the room and their voices carried over his conversation with Kimmie, the little girl from down the street who was now seventeen and looking all of twenty-eight.
 
   Kimmie didn’t hide from Frankie, but he hid from her. Last thing he wanted was the neighborhood thinking he had an interest in getting busy with a minor. She was a nice enough kid, but she got around, and made no secret of wanting to get around him. Literally.
 
   “Ho!” Jimmy said and Frankie thought back on all the years of ho. When had those two letters become the all-purpose word? When someone pissed Jimmy off, they got a big ho! An off-color joke also received a ho! It worked for him. It fit.
 
   “Hey.” Frankie shook Jimmy’s hand, gave Lemon a slap on the back and looked for his father.
 
   “Taking a piss.” Lemon didn’t bother looking up from the newspaper spread in front of him.
 
   “Could have done without that info, but thanks. Who’s buying lunch?”
 
   Jimmy scraped his chair back. “I got this one. Meatball?”
 
   “Yeah, thanks.”
 
   Lemon gestured to Frankie’s dress pants and shirt. “You’re gonna mess up your big boy clothes.”
 
   “Ho!” Frankie did a spot-on imitation of Jimmy. “I’m on my way to work.”
 
   “Frankie,” his father yelled from the hallway leading to the single restroom.
 
   “Hey, Pop. Jimmy’s buying lunch, jump in there.”
 
   “Give me a chicken parm.”
 
   “On it,” Petey said from behind the counter.
 
   Frankie hung his jacket on the back of the empty chair next to Lemon and sat. Being in Petey’s sometimes felt like revisiting his childhood. As a kid, he’d come in here on his way home from school and the guys would slip him money and tell him to fill his gas tank or, his personal favorite, go play in traffic.
 
   At ten, it made him feel like a man that his father’s friends joked with him. At the time, he never questioned why most fathers worked in an office while his father considered a luncheonette his workplace.
 
   His father copped a squat in the seat across from him. “Can you get me tickets for the Bulls tomorrow night?”
 
   The newspaper, in an effort to schmooze advertisers, kept season tickets for all the sports teams in Chicago and employees were permitted to request unused tickets. Since Frankie’s editor liked him—it didn’t hurt that his family provided a constant flow of breaking news—he never found it difficult to scoop up leftovers. “How many do you need?”
 
   Pop turned to Lemon. “I’m in.”
 
   Then he spun to the counter where Jimmy hammered Petey about not using too much vinegar on his sandwich. “Jimmy, Bulls game tomorrow night?”
 
   “Ho!”
 
   That would be a yes. “Three tickets?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Let me check if advertising has anything left.”
 
   Jimmy finished harassing Petey and joined them at the table. “Ho. I took that Jeanette out.” He held his hands palm up in front of his chest. “What a coupla melons on that one.”
 
   A cringe snaked up Frankie’s back. He didn’t have a problem with commenting on a woman’s brick houseness, but hell, in a room packed with females, he liked to keep it light.
 
   The young woman at a nearby table gave a hard stare and looked away. Yep, sorry.
 
   “I heard,” Frankie said.
 
   “About the melons?” This from Lemon.
 
   After a valiant attempt to stay straight-faced, Frankie laughed. He couldn’t help it. “That Jimmy went out with her. Her store got robbed while they were out on Sunday.”
 
   “No foolin’?” Jimmy asked.
 
   Frankie nodded. “A bunch of Lucie’s stuff is gone.”
 
   “She can’t catch a break,” his father said. 
 
   “It’s like a black cloud is hanging over her.” Frankie checked his watch to make sure he was doing okay on time.
 
   “The cops have anything?” Lemon asked.
 
   “Not yet. They took some prints, but who knows.”
 
   “Hey, Jimmy,” Lemon said, “maybe you need to call that Jeanette. Make her feel better.”
 
   “Ho!”
 
   Frankie blew out a breath. He needed his sandwich. Possibly to go. The stress over the dognappings must be getting to him because the joke about Jeanette’s chest, combined with the hoing, were pounding his nerves. Call it a bad freakin’ mood, but he couldn’t deal today.
 
   “Any more dog problems with Lucie?” his father asked, just as Petey yelled that their order was up.
 
   Jimmy and Lemon stood to retrieve the plates. Frankie seized the opportunity to grill his father about the dognappings. Pop already had his head tilted back to tuck a napkin into the collar of his shirt. The chicken parms made a mess.
 
   “Someone tried to jump Joey and Lucie.”
 
   Pop poked his bottom lip out. “What happened?”
 
   “Nothing. Joey beat the crap out of the guy.” And Lucie paralyzed him with bug spray.
 
   “Poor schmuck. What kind of idiot gets into a street fight with that animal?”
 
   “Have you heard anything?”
 
   His father glanced over his shoulder to see where Jimmy and Lemon were. “Nah. I’m still checking around.”
 
   “Thanks. This diamond is freaking Lucie out. Plus, she can’t understand how people can steal animals. It’s tearing her up.”
 
   His father shrugged. “When you hit someone, you make it hurt.”
 
   A wicked hiss filled Frankie’s head. Hearing his father talk like this created too much reality. A reality he had no interest in.
 
   A meatball sandwich, via Jimmy, landed in front of him and he stared down at it until the hissing subsided. Had he just run ten miles? Sure felt like it. Time to go. He did an obvious check of his watch. “I gotta head out. I’ll see you guys later.”
 
   His father pointed to the sandwich. “You haven’t even cracked it.”
 
   “I’ll take it with.” No sense wasting a good sandwich. He’d eat it at his desk. Frankie slid his jacket on and took his plate to the counter. “Petey, I need a box.”
 
   “Ho,” Jimmy said as a farewell.
 
   Lemon raised a hand. “Take it easy, Frankie.”
 
   His father stood and, as he’d done thousands of times, laid a hand on Frankie’s shoulder. This time though, the weight of it pressed into him, confined him. He pushed his shoulders back.
 
   What the hell was wrong with him today?
 
   “Let me know about the tickets,” Pop said.
 
   “I’ll call you this afternoon.”
 
   “You need anything?” His father always asked.
 
   “Nah. I’m good. But if you talk to Joe, Lucie is trying to keep this dognapping thing quiet.”
 
   “I’m on the list for the weekend. I won’t bring it up, but if he asks me, I gotta tell him. I’m not gonna lie.”
 
   His father wouldn’t lie. Didn’t that beat all? He’d steal, he’d run numbers, he’d bribe officials, but he wouldn’t lie to Joe Rizzo.
 
   Before he said something he’d regret, Frankie walked out the door and suppressed the jolt of seriously pissed off taunting him. He was too damned close to this situation. He wanted Lucie happy, and maybe expecting his father to cooperate was asking too much. Didn’t seem so.
 
   Not in his father’s world anyway.
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
  
 
   Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
   As screwed up as it was, Frankie didn’t so much mind spending his day off riding a scooter. On a sunny morning two days after the discussion about buying another scooter, he and Lucie tore down West Fullerton on the way to Buddy, a three-month-old Wheaten Terrier.
 
   The wind whipped at Frankie’s face, and he decided he needed a helmet with a face shield. He’d already swallowed a few errant bugs of dubious distinction.
 
   The face shield wouldn’t matter because psycho scooter girl might get him killed storming these alleys. All in all, he found it fun to chase her around town.
 
   They made a quick right, hauled tail down an empty alley. Lucie pulled into a driveway and jumped off the scooter, her petite body moving fast as she ditched the helmet and unzipped her jacket. By the time Frankie had gotten his helmet off, Lucie had reached the back door.
 
   “Where’s the damn fire?” he asked. “That garbage truck nearly flattened me.”
 
   “You’re the one who said to change the route. We’re already eleven minutes behind schedule.” Lucie shoved the key into the lock and turned it.
 
   Eleven minutes. Big deal.
 
   “And don’t say big deal, either. We have to stay on schedule. My future depends on it.”
 
   A round of applause for Lucia Rizzo, drama girl.
 
   Thirty seconds later, Buddy bounded out the back door, his light brown hair flying in the breeze.
 
   Frankie took a step back. “Pee on me you little bastard and I’ll kill you.”
 
   Luce laughed. “Leave him alone. He’s just a baby. He can’t control his bladder yet.”
 
   The baby lunged at Frankie’s feet and he reached to push him away, but the monster chomped on his hand, those baby teeth like daggers digging into his flesh. “Ow! Off.” He shoved Buddy away, but the pup barreled back, latched to Frankie’s jeans and tugged. “Off!”
 
   Luce stood back. “Stop engaging him.”
 
   What the hell was she talking about? “I was standing here. How is that engaging him?”
 
   “He thinks it’s a game. Stand still and ignore him. Pretend you’re a tree.”
 
   “Ow!” The dog’s teeth plunged into his ankle and he lifted his foot. Stand still? The dog was making sushi out of his leg. The terrorist switched to the other leg. “Luce! Get him off.”
 
   “Be a tree.”
 
   “Screw the tree.”
 
   Finally, Lucie tugged on the leash. “Sit, Buddy.”
 
   The dog’s furry butt hit the ground. You little S.O.B.
 
   She bent low, patted Attila the Hun on the head. “Good boy, Buddy. You’re a sweet boy.” She made kissing noises at Attila, and Frankie suddenly wanted those lips pointed at him. These were the times he realized how much he loved her. The simple times when she didn’t feel self-conscious about being silly or showing unabashed affection to an animal.
 
   Buddy stuck his snout in the air and licked her face. She giggled at the bath, and craned out of his reach, but Buddy kept at her until he pushed her off balance and she fell over. The dog jumped on her stomach and went into a licking frenzy. The more she pushed at him, the more he licked, and Frankie knew he and Buddy were of the same mind.
 
   She looked so damn cute trying to wrestle the puppy.
 
   And then her belly laugh broke free. “Frankie, how about a little help?”
 
   “Be a tree,” he mimicked. “Stop engaging him.”
 
   That cracked her up even more and he couldn’t stand it. He stepped up, pushed the dog off, straddled Lucie and kissed the hell out of her. Right there on the ground. What did he care? Of course, the woody he sported would have to be patient because doing Lucie on the street with Attila the Hun watching could get them arrested.
 
   His girl didn’t seem to mind. She kissed him back and even offered him a little tongue. His Lucie. He loved her, but he could do without the puppy nipping his ear. Little bastard.
 
   When she pulled back he said, “How about when we get done, I put a smile on your face?” He grinned. “I could lick something off you.”
 
   She shoved him away. “If we ever get done. I’m way more than eleven minutes behind schedule.”
 
   “Let’s get moving then.”
 
   ***
 
   After finally completing the walks, Lucie and Frankie zoomed into the Lutzes’ driveway to store the scooters for the night. Thank goodness, Mr. Lutz had built extra storage space in the garage. There wasn’t an inch of property left to spare, but the man had managed to get a building permit so he could extend the garage. 
 
   She’d already given Otis his afternoon walk, but maybe since she was here, she’d give him another one.
 
   Mr. Lutz parked his Mercedes in the driveway and got out just as they parked the scooters. “Hi, Lucie. I never get to see you anymore.”
 
   For a man not yet fifty, Mr. Lutz rocked a full head of gray hair—he could thank the stressful job for that—but even with the gray hair, the man had a way about him. Sort of a fifty-year-old Frankie Factor.
 
   “You’re home early today,” Lucie said.
 
   “The missus has us scheduled for some charity thing tonight.”
 
   Lucie introduced Frankie to Mr. Lutz and they chatted about a story Frankie had done on the new Cubs’ manager while Lucie stowed the scooters.
 
   “Lucie,” Mr. Lutz called, “I saw that leather jacket my wife ordered for Otis. The dog is better dressed than I am.”
 
   “Wait until you see the chaps that go with it.”
 
   He shook his head. “Moving on from that, a friend of mine called today. He has an opening at his bank and asked me if I knew anyone. I could set up an interview for you.”
 
   Lucie’s heart thumped. A job. Yes. “Absolutely.”
 
   But then her mind wandered back to Buddy licking her and Frankie doing the follow-up work. An office job didn’t offer those perks.
 
   No. She needed to be an investment banker. Her education couldn’t go to waste.
 
   “Good,” Mr. Lutz said. “I’ll give him your credentials and have him call you.”
 
   “That sounds great.” She jerked a thumb toward the door leading into the house. “Otis had two walks already today, but I thought I’d treat him to another.”
 
   Mr. Lutz smiled. “I won’t argue. It’ll save me from walking him.”
 
   “I’ll come in and grab him.” She turned to Frankie. “Be right back.”
 
   “I’ll be here,” he said.
 
   The two men exchanged the normal nice-to-meet you pleasantries, and Lucie followed Mr. Lutz into the house with her mind absorbed in the possibility of another banking job. Somehow, she wasn’t as relieved as she should be. She shouldn’t get her hopes up anyway.
 
   “So,” Frankie said when Otis dragged her through the door. “A job interview. You can get back to what you do.”
 
   She nodded. Three times. What’s up with the bobblehead bit? “That would be good. It could get me out of Franklin.”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   Otis fired off to the big oak tree in front of the house and Lucie glanced back at Frankie. “I know what you’re thinking.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “You’re thinking if I get a job, I’ll be happy and everything will be peachy with us.”
 
   “I don’t think that. Your job isn’t our only problem. Granted, I’d like to knock that problem off.” He caught up to her and reached for her free hand. “Luce, I want you to be happy. Whether it’s in banking or dogs. That’s all I want for you.”
 
   How did she wind up with this man? He had always been the steady one who never needed much. She always seemed to need more, but lately, despite the horrifying dognappings, she felt…well…settled. “I’ll go on the interview, but there are a lot of out-of-work finance people floating around.”
 
   “Right. And the good news is, you have Coco Barknell as a backup. You’re not desperate.”
 
   “Right,” Lucie agreed. “Coco Barknell.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “This is it.” Lucie pointed to the assortment of coats, collars and leashes on the dining room table. Mom had just left for her weekly dinner with her friend, and God only knew where Joey was.
 
   Ro slipped off her jacket and set it over the back of one of the chairs. “The last of everything you’ve sold?”
 
   “Yes. Frankie and I collected it today. Let’s go through it all and see if there are any diamonds.”
 
   From her oversized satchel, Ro pulled a headband with a monster-sized magnifying glass attached—no one could accuse her of not taking the situation seriously—and slipped it on her head. She looked like a mad scientist. Lucie snorted a laugh.
 
   “Laugh all you want. You’ll thank me one day.”
 
   “Wrong,” Lucie said. “I’ll thank you now. You still look like a nut, though.”
 
   Ro picked up a coat and started her inspection.
 
   “Mr. Lutz thinks he can get me a job interview with a bank.”
 
   Ro stopped, and, funky headband glasses and all, looked at Lucie. “Is that good news?”
 
   Lucie shrugged. “Of course.”
 
   “Except you just shrugged. What’s the real answer?” Ro went back to work.
 
   “That might be the problem. I’m not sure what the real answer is.”
 
   “Which means what?”
 
   “I like the dog walking. The winter stinks, but the dogs are fun. If I combine that with the dog accessories—minus the stolen diamond mess—I can make a good living. Maybe better than good.”
 
   “You’re confused then?”
 
   She nodded. “Totally. I mean, what is going on with me that all of a sudden I’m not sure I want a banking job? That’s all I’ve ever wanted. The banking job gives me credibility. Shows people that I’m more than Joe Rizzo’s kid. That corporations trust me with millions of dollars.”
 
   “Well,” Ro said. “Ponzi schemers aside, right? Because banking has crooks. How do you know the world isn’t looking at you and wondering if you’re sucking money out of accounts?”
 
   “Hey!”
 
   Ro flipped the magnifying glasses up. “How do we know? Even the most straight-laced people get sucked into doing dumb things. The world could be thinking that about anyone.”
 
   True.
 
   Ro put the glasses back into place and started on the leopard print coat. “Luce, be an investment banker because you want to, not because you think it validates you. The people that matter know you’re a good person.”
 
   Lucie twisted her lips. “Now you sound like Frankie.”
 
   “Frankie is a smart guy. Most of the time.”
 
   “Doesn’t it seem crazy though? To leave banking for dog walking?”
 
   “No. You’re an entrepreneur. You’re walking the dogs while getting an accessory line off the ground. I’m telling you, think Fortune 500. It’ll be bigger than investment banking.” Ro dropped the coat and pulled the headband off. “These are all fakes. Are you sure you’ve collected everything?”
 
   “Yes. I cross-checked all the items against my spreadsheet and marked them as finished.”
 
   “Well, sorry honey, this exercise was a bust. Now what?”
 
   Lucie fiddled with the leopard print coat, but dropped it. “I have no idea.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Frankie turned in his story on the basketball game and swung by the Rizzos’. He sat in the kitchen with a freshly showered Lucie smelling like lemons—probably her shampoo—and wearing her beat up Levi’s and an old Notre Dame sweatshirt. Her damp, shoulder-length hair had been pulled into a ponytail and combined with the sweatshirt, she looked like a college coed. His Luce. He liked hot Luce too, but this Luce was where he belonged. This was the girl he wanted to wake up with every day. In a kitchen just like this one.
 
   The Rizzo kitchen hadn’t changed much over the years. They had added a fresh coat of beige paint a couple of years ago, but the few feet of laminate counters and the thirty-year-old maple cabinets remained. Those cabinets were thick enough to crack Joey’s fat head.
 
   All in all, the place reminded him of family and bunches of people packed tight when Theresa Rizzo prepared food.
 
   “Hey,” Joey said, shuffling into the kitchen with his hair all crazy. He wore a wrinkled sleeveless T-shirt and a pair of basketball shorts. He pulled a sandwich from the fridge and unwrapped the foil. Late feeding.
 
   “Eggplant parm. Sweet.” He bit into the cold sandwich. “Good stuff.”
 
   Lucie rolled her eyes. Frankie would have preferred the sandwich to be hot, but maybe next time he went to Petey’s he’d try the eggplant. Change things up a bit.
 
   “What are you doing here?” Joey wanted to know.
 
   “Let’s talk dognappings.”
 
   “Perfect,” Luce said.
 
   Joey shrugged.
 
   “We can’t keep mixing up the routes this way,” Lucie said. “We need to shift to attack mode. We’ve been waiting for them to come after me and I’m sick of it. I want to go after them.”
 
   “Exactly.” Frankie said. “I think we should find a way to tell your dad about the diamond. He’ll smoke out whoever hid it.”
 
   “No.” This from Lucie. “He already knows about the dognappings. He’ll freak on me. Besides, there’s no way to tell him. Not with every conversation recorded.”
 
   “He and my father talk in code all the time. It’s worth a shot.”
 
   Lucie shook her head. “Too dangerous.”
 
   Joey raised both hands. “I’ll rattle some cages and let everyone know if they want that diamond, they’ll have to see me about it.”
 
   Luce shot him a look that could have left him bloody. “Seriously? That’s your plan?”
 
   “It’s pretty simple.”
 
   When she started with the snoring noises, Frankie reached over and pinched her cheek. Too damn cute.
 
   “You got a better idea?” Joey asked.
 
   “For starters, I bought pepper spray and a stun gun.”
 
   That statement dropped like an eighteen-wheeler from the top of a building. Frankie stared at her, trying to wrap his mind around the idea of Lucie and a stun gun. Nuh-uh. This nonsense had to stop.
 
   The pepper spray he could live with. The stun gun?
 
   No way.
 
   With her luck, she’d cook herself.
 
   “Honey, that stun gun is a bad idea. You could get hurt.”
 
   “How am I going to get hurt? I’m not using it on myself. It’s for the bad guys. Anyone comes near me or the dogs, zzzzpppp, he gets juiced.”
 
   Frankie laughed. Unfortunately, the laugh died fast when she narrowed her eyes at him. “You think this is funny? God knows what could happen to one of those dogs.”
 
   “I don’t think this is funny at all. Suppose the dognapper wrestles the stun gun out of your hands. He could use it on you.”
 
   “That won’t happen if you and Joey are with me.”
 
   “You don’t know that.”
 
   Lucie leaned forward and jammed her index finger into the table. “Maybe not, but I refuse to let a lowlife dognapper dictate how I live. I will not be afraid to walk the streets of the city I love. I’m working my butt off trying to stay ahead of this situation and I’m tired. T-I-R-E-D.”
 
   Frankie dragged his hand over his face. The complications continued to grow. “Of course you’re T-I-R-E-D. After two weeks of this garbage, we don’t have jack on these guys and you get pissed every time I talk to my father. How long are we going to let this go on?”
 
   She stared at him for a full thirty seconds. Finally, her snappy eyes settled back to that calm ocean blue. “I was hoping we’d be able to catch them ourselves and figure out who they are. I’m not bringing your dad into it though. You know how I feel about that. Let’s just figure it out ourselves.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “Well, Ro just checked the last batch of accessories we collected from my clients. So far, all the stones are fake. If there are any real ones, they’re not on anything I’ve sold or in my stock.”
 
   “Good.”
 
   “Not really,” Joey said.
 
   Frankie clutched the edge of the table and prayed for patience. “What the hell does that mean?”
 
   “You told your dad about Lucie hiding the diamond, right?”
 
   “Yeah. He put the word out that she hadn’t used it on any of her accessories.”
 
   “And what happened?”
 
   For the life of him, Frankie didn’t know where Joey was leading him.
 
   “Oh, no,” Lucie said.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Jeanette’s store got robbed.”
 
   “Ding, ding, ding.” Joey said.
 
   But Frankie didn’t get it. “And?”
 
   Luce turned to him, gripped his forearm. “There are definitely more diamonds, but they’re not on my dog accessories. They must be somewhere else.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Frankie stared at her as if she’d just shredded one of his designer suits. “Somewhere else?”
 
   “It has to be. Why else would the dognappers still be coming after me? If there was only one diamond and they know I have it, why would they keep stealing the dogs? They don’t believe I only have one diamond.”
 
   She shoved her chair back and stood. She needed to move. Needed to feel something happening. Needed to find those diamonds.
 
   Joey spun to face her. “You’re sure the ones in your craft stuff are all fake?”
 
   “Yes. Ro checked them.”
 
   “Then we need to search the house.”
 
   “The attic,” Lucie said. “That’s where I kept my craft supplies.” She’d have to search when her mother wasn’t around. That attic had thirty years’ worth of stuff in it. It would take days to search all that junk.
 
   “Mom can’t know about this. When she goes out, I’ll start searching. Maybe the dognappers scattered the diamonds in different boxes.”
 
   “Or maybe they came and got them already,” Frankie suggested.
 
   “Then why are they still stealing my stuff?”
 
   “Good point.”
 
   “Joey, can you get Mom out of the house? I need time to search up there and she pops in and out all day.”
 
   Joey slouched in his seat, stared up at the ceiling. “She wants to see that new exhibit at the art museum. Been talking about it for two weeks. I’ll buy her the tickets. Send her with one of her friends.”
 
   “You take her. That way you can warn me when you’re coming home.”
 
   He swung his head back and forth, back and forth, back and forth. “I draw the line at moping around a museum. What do I care about some queen’s clothes?”
 
   Lucie spun to Frankie, held her hands out and dropped them. Her brother couldn’t suck this up? Unbelievable.
 
   “I can’t blame him for that one, Luce. That’s beyond the call.”
 
   Double unbelievable. “You boys need to focus on the big picture here.”
 
   Joey gathered up the sandwich wrapper and stood. “As long as that picture isn’t of some queen’s clothes, I’m on it.”
 
   “Fine. Get the tickets ASAP so we can get her out of here. At least take her to dinner tomorrow night. That’ll give me an hour to start searching the attic.”
 
   “Not to be a downer, Luce,” Frankie said, “but don’t get too bent on this idea. There may not be anything up there.”
 
   Always a possibility. Lucie couldn’t get sidetracked though. There were more diamonds. She was sure of it. “If they’re not in the attic, they’re somewhere else. We just need to find them.”
 
   “If it was me,” Joey said, glancing at the wall between the counter and back door. “I’d go for the walls.”
 
   With that, he left the room.
 
   “The walls,” Lucie said. “That would be a little hard to explain.”
 
   “I’d say.” Frankie squeezed her hand. “One thing at a time. Let’s work on the attic. I’ll help you search.”
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
   Lucie and Frankie arrived at the Lutzes’ and, ready to fight another day, she hopped on her scooter to fire it up. “My mother went to an early yoga class, so I started searching the attic this morning.”
 
   Frankie swung his leg over the scooter. “Anything?”
 
   “No, but I only got through three boxes.”
 
   “I’ll help you.”
 
   Lucie smiled. “I know. Thank you.”
 
   He winked. “It’ll cost you.”
 
   “Yay, me. And just so you know, I’m packing.”
 
   Frankie, in the middle of securing his helmet, drew his eyebrows together. “Boxes?”
 
   What was he talking about? “Boxes?”
 
   “You said you’re packing. What are you packing?”
 
   Idiot. She smacked her hand against her messenger bag. “I’m packing. As in heat.”
 
   Frankie pursed his lips in that way that told her he was either about to argue, or worse, laugh. He must have decided against both because, after angling his head the way Otis did when contemplating a good poop, Frankie shook it off and pushed his scooter from the garage.
 
   “You’re like a cross between Mary Poppins and Rambo.”
 
   Once again, she patted the bag slung across her body. “Nobody is messing with Mary or Rambo today. Nobody.”
 
   “Do you even know how to use that stun gun?”
 
   She tilted her chin skyward while she secured her helmet strap. “I practiced on an eggplant.”
 
   “Perfect. Now that you fried the eggplant, your mom won’t have to cook it.”
 
   Wasn’t he just the comedian today? “Hardy-har. Make fun all you want. I’m done with these dognappers. I’m taking control. Anyone tries to steal my dogs, they’re getting zapped. Zzzzzpppp!”
 
   “Luce, those stun guns are dangerous.”
 
   The sun poured over his black dress pants and grey zip-up jacket as he sat on the scooter with his feet planted on the driveway. Damn, he somehow managed to make a scooter sexy. Even when he irritated her. “Relax. It doesn’t even generate an amp. I can’t kill anyone with it.”
 
   “How comforting.”
 
   “Darn tootin’.” Lucie hit the throttle on the scooter and zoomed by him.
 
   After walking the girls, they headed to Lincoln Park and Mamie, the ever-regal Labradoodle that in a truly bizarre way reminded Lucie of her mother. Mamie was one of those animals that never got flustered. The world could be collapsing around her, but she’d trot without a care.
 
   “Buddy is next,” Lucie said. “Joey will meet us at the downtown Rizzo’s after that for lunch. Then you can head to your office and Joey will take over.”
 
   “You’re keeping on schedule. Maybe you need to make your own how-to video. We’ll call it Poop on Demand.”
 
   Again with the humor? A regular funny man today. “All the dogs—well, Otis is a challenge—but the rest know I’m serious. When I say poop, they do it. I learned that from the guy on Discovery Channel.”
 
   Frankie snorted. Obviously, he found it amusing that she watched Discovery Channel.
 
   The sound of scooters pulling into the driveway sent Buddy, the Wheaton Terrorist—er Terrier—into a barking frenzy. His little head bobbed up and down in the back window, and Lucie cracked up. She took a moment to breathe in and enjoy the moment of peace. The dogs were always happy to see her. That alone made this job worth doing.
 
   She parked her scooter and held a hand to Frankie. “Let me take care of this. After your last encounter with Buddy, I don’t want him getting agitated.”
 
   Frankie dragged his helmet off. “All that howling he’s doing is calm?”
 
   “He’s a puppy. He’s energized.”
 
   “These pants are Calvin Klein. I’ll kill the little bastard if he goes after them.”
 
   Poor, poor Frankie with his designer pants. “Just stay out of his reach and you’ll be fine.”
 
   Lucie entered the house through the back door and took the immediate right to the laundry room, where a gate kept Buddy contained. The over-anxious puppy greeted her by diving at her feet and licking her shoes. She bent low and patted his rump. “Good boy. Yes. I know you’re hungry.”
 
   Then he peed on her foot.
 
   Urine seeped through her canvas sneakers and soaked her socks. Ew. “Outside,” she said in a loud voice. The dog flopped onto his back. Clearly, the potty training hadn’t kicked in yet. “Okay, Buddy. You just tinkled on me and that’s not a good thing.”
 
   With the urinating out of the way, she might as well feed him before his walk. She dumped his food into the bowl and, while he ate, she wiped up the errant pee, and pulled off her shoe and wet sock. Poop baggies sat on the dryer by his leash, so she grabbed one and stuck her wet sock in it before sliding her shoe back on. The wet shoe abraded the top of her foot and she curled her toes under to relieve her mind of puppy pee against her skin. Just, ew. She would have to stop somewhere and buy another pair, because the idea of walking around with pee on her all day gave her a rash. Literally.
 
   Buddy finished his lunch, planted his butt and barked.
 
   “I guess we’re ready.”
 
   When Lucie bent low to secure his harness, Buddy, thinking it was playtime, shot to the corner of the oversized laundry room hoping for a chase.
 
   Lucie sighed. “Buddy, we have work to do.”
 
   “Erf! Erf!”
 
   Time to call in the big guns. She sat on the floor, stared at the ceiling and waited. Dogs hated to be ignored. The eventual tap-tap-tap of nails on tile alerted her to movement and—voila—he was at her side. Slowly, she moved her hand over his back and rubbed. “Good boy, Buddy.” She wrapped her arm around him, while continuing to tickle his belly. Gotcha.
 
   “You little stinker.” She slipped the harness on and secured it. “Good boy!”
 
   Assuming they were done, Buddy jumped on top of her and the frantic slapping of his warm tongue against her cheek made her giggle. “Off, Buddy.”
 
   To his credit, he planted himself on the floor and let her attach the leash.
 
   A minute later, he took one look at Frankie through the open door and charged. Unfortunately, he ran out of running room on the nylon leash and it snapped him to a halt.
 
   Wussie boy Frankie stepped back. “What took so long?”
 
   “He peed on my foot. I cleaned it up while he ate.”
 
   Frankie made an ick face. Yeah, with you on that one, pal. Just part of the job, Lucie mused as Buddy fired down the steps snarling at Frankie. He backed up another inch.
 
   She laughed. “You’re afraid of a three-month-old puppy?”
 
   “His teeth are ice picks.”
 
   Screeching tires from the street lurched Lucie’s heart and she spun to peer down the alley. Nothing. Too jumpy. Buddy, sensing the tension, barked and she bent low to pet him.
 
   “Let’s hit it,” Frankie said.
 
   He took two steps into the alley and a man the size of Cleveland flew from behind a tree. What the — “Watch out,” Lucie yelled, but the man landed on Frankie’s back and Buddy went insane tugging the leash to join the mêlée.
 
   In one fluid move, Frankie flipped the guy off him and the dog leaped and barked and growled.
 
   The assailant scrambled to his feet, rammed his shoulder into Frankie’s belly and tackled him. Frankie’s body moved through the air, crashed to the ground and his head—no—bounced off the pavement, the cracking sound carrying like a splitting coconut.
 
   Panic flicked at Lucie. She opened her mouth, but her chest froze and she stood there, gagging on trapped air. She loved this man and someone dared—dared—to put their hands on him. Bastard. She had to fight. Had to help Frankie.
 
   The redheaded attacker looked no older than thirty years old. He was big, not fat big, but his frame carried extra weight in every available spot.
 
   He could crush her.
 
   A howling inside her head hammered. The bad guy stepped toward her just as Buddy lunged for the leg of his pants. Oh, no. Not the dog.
 
   “No, Buddy.” The puppy clamped onto the guy’s calf.
 
   “Argh! Get this dog off me.” He reached down and sent his beefy hand across the dog’s back. Buddy yelped. An immediate spewing of hate consumed Lucie. How could he hurt a defenseless puppy?
 
   Buddy came surging back. The idiot attacker didn’t realize Buddy thought this was some sort of twisted game.
 
   Frankie rolled to his side and levered himself up. Still on all fours, he kept his head low.
 
   Stun gun.
 
   Lucie reached into her bag for the device and flipped the juice switch.
 
   The attacker hollered when Buddy clamped onto his hand.
 
   That had to hurt. The feisty puppy wasn’t giving up. She only had a few seconds before the attacker struck Buddy again. But if she shot from this distance, the probes from the gun might hit the dog. She moved closer. God, please don’t let me miss.
 
   She glanced at Frankie, about to stand tall. The attacker could have killed him. Anger swelled inside her and a guttural roar flew from her throat.
 
   She jammed the device into the attacker’s back and pressed the trigger. The probes flew, but her hand stayed still. No recoil or kick. Amazing. A rat-a-tat-tat clacking noise filled the air and she flinched from the shock of it, but held tight to the gun.
 
   The attacker arched back, his face a mass of agony. “AGGGHHHHHH!”
 
   The shattering wail resembled a bad Chewbacca audition and he collapsed to the ground. Buddy, clearly wanting to join the fun, clamped onto his leg again.
 
   Lucie slammed her eyes shut as the screaming inside her head raged on. No. She couldn’t waste time. The probe only lasted thirty seconds. She needed to move.
 
   She opened her eyes. “Off, Buddy.” The dog backed away, tilting his adorable little head at her and she scooped him up. She swiveled to Frankie, now moving toward her with the steel-edged look of a warrior on the hunt. “In the house,” she yelled.
 
   But Frankie beelined for the Chewie wannabe.
 
   Lucie jumped between Frankie and Chewie. “Forget him. You’re hurt. Get in the house.”
 
   Chewie grabbed her ankle, and Frankie gave him a solid kick to the ribs. “Hit him with the stun gun again.”
 
   She still had the gun in hand, but she hadn’t reloaded the cartridge and didn’t want to take the time. “No. In the house.”
 
   Frankie, being Frankie, gave the guy another kick. “Stay away from her. Got it?”
 
   Grabbing his shirtsleeve, Lucie pulled him toward the house before Chewie got his second wind. Buddy yelped with glee over the excitement and nipped at her chin. “Stop, Buddy. No biting.”
 
   With her heart banging around inside her, Lucie slammed the door behind them, threw the bolt and sent Frankie through the laundry room so she could barricade the dog.
 
   Frankie rubbed the back of his head. “Call 9-1-1.”
 
   She glanced out the door and saw the man get to his feet and take off down the alley. “Forget it. He’s already down the street.”
 
   “Dammit.”
 
   Lucie held up two fingers. “How many?”
 
   He focused on her fingers, but said nothing.
 
   “Wrong answer. You’re going to the hospital.”
 
   “I’ll be fine. It’ll be another concussion.”
 
   “Yeah, and what about all those people that don’t go to the hospital and wind up dead from one of those hematoma things?”
 
   “It’s an epidural hematoma. Bleeding between the brain and the inside of the skull. Trust me. I know.”
 
   “Yeah, well. You’re going to the hospital.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “She blasted him?” Joey stood next to Frankie’s hospital bed doing his damndest to hide a smile. But when he looked over at her, Lucie saw the mischief in his eyes. Maybe, Lucie thought, she wasn’t a goodie-two-shoes after all.
 
   Frankie nodded. Very slowly. “Fried him good.”
 
   Despite her best efforts, she grinned. Why not? She’d done well today. Gave that dognapper something to think about. “I zapped him once. Knocked him on his butt.”
 
   Anticipating the ER doc’s return with Frankie’s CAT scan results, Lucie checked her watch. “You sure the dogs had a long enough walk?” she asked Joey.
 
   “Everyone took a dump. Even Otis.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “I’ve got the touch with him.”
 
   Frankie scoffed.
 
   “It’s true,” Lucie said. “I can spend an hour trying to get him to poop and Joey steps up and—boom—he just goes. It’s crazy. Even Mrs. Lutz is surprised.”
 
   Joey shrugged. “It’s a dominance thing.”
 
   Frankie laughed, but immediately brought his hand to his head. She kissed his forehead. “Just rest.”
 
   The neckline of his hospital gown slipped and she gave it a light tug into place. She flattened her palm against his chest, felt the heat of his body through the gown and suddenly wanted to curl into bed with him, nurse him to health in her own way.
 
   What was wrong with her? The poor man was injured and her mind was sliding into the gutter. But having him back in her life affected her, made her realize how much she’d missed him during their break-up and how much she didn’t want to lose him again. Somehow, they had to make it work.
 
   She cleared her throat.
 
   “Was Buddy wearing one of your collars?” Frankie asked.
 
   He just wouldn’t give up. “Don’t worry about it now. You need rest.”
 
   “I’m fine.”
 
   Dug in. She knew it. Might as well not aggravate him. “No. He has one, but he didn’t have it on.”
 
   “And yet, they still tried to boost him.”
 
   Joey shrugged. “Seems to me these guys know who your accessory clients are. They’re picking them off one by one.”
 
   How very comforting. “I think the dognappers took that spreadsheet that’s missing. That’s how they know my clients. They’re four for four with picking the right targets.”
 
   She turned to Joey, her movements halted.
 
   Equipped with excellent instincts, her brother drew his eyebrows together. “What?”
 
   God, how to do this. He might tear the place apart, but she had to ask. “Remember I asked you about the spreadsheet?”
 
   “So?”
 
   “Did you have any friends over that would have taken it?”
 
   Frankie blew out a breath and eased his head against the bed. He knew what was coming. He just didn’t have the strength to get into the middle of a Lucie-Joey smackdown.
 
   “No.”
 
   Joey’s big body filled the room with an energy that became cold and hateful and made her feel small, so small.
 
   Frankie lifted his head. “She’s only asking.”
 
   “Yeah, because my friends are the losers who would steal a dog to get a collar.”
 
   “Knock it off,” Frankie said, getting a little loud.
 
   “Why don’t you ask your boyfriend if he took the spreadsheet? He’s my friend. You trust him, but not your own brother? After I’ve busted my butt to help you? Well, find someone else to clean up your messes.”
 
   “I was only asking. Anyone could have walked into the house and picked up that spreadsheet. Mom never turns the alarm on during the day.”
 
   “That’s a thought,” Frankie added. “With your dad locked up, people are bound to cross the line. Nobody would have the balls to do this if your dad was out, but since he’s not, what’s gonna happen?”
 
   Joey scoffed. “He could still fix this.”
 
   “Yeah, but some of these lower level guys aren’t geniuses. They’re cocky and don’t give the respect the older guys do.”
 
   Joey’s shoulder shrug indicated it wasn’t completely out of the question. “I’ll poke around. Maybe I’ll run up to see Dad one day, see if I can get anything out of him.”
 
   “Don’t tell him about all this. He only knows about the first incident.” Lucie turned to Frankie. “You didn’t tell your father anything else, did you?”
 
   “I told him about the Sammy Spaniel theft. That was the last thing. “
 
   “Okay. So we know he wouldn’t have told my dad about the diamond, right?”
 
   “It wouldn’t do him any good. He promised your father he’d take care of you. You having a stolen diamond doesn’t exactly leave a good impression.”
 
   Joey immediately raised his hands. “I won’t let on. I’m not stupid.”
 
   “I think my missing spreadsheet is part of the answer. Someone had to have taken it from the house. If we find that someone, we find the dognappers. I’m sure of it.”
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
   A loud scrape jolted Frankie from sleep and his breath came in one shuddering gasp. What the hell? He opened his eyes. Moonlight squeezed through the closed blinds and threw an angular shadow against the far wall. The ceiling fan spun in slow circles while the screech against his bedroom window blasted through his already battered head. He needed to trim that pain-in-the-ass tree before the wind sent one of the branches into his bed.
 
   He inhaled and ever so slowly turned toward the bedside clock. Four-thirty. Way too early for any normal person to be awake. At least in his opinion.
 
   The throbbing in his head went ballistic and his vision blurred. He needed a few more hours of sleep and then he’d get with his father about the dognapping problem. Lucie would skin him, but he’d live with it. His father had all sorts of connections and, even if someone close to Joey were behind swiping that spreadsheet, his father or Jimmy would have heard about it.
 
   Wait.
 
   Could his father have mentioned to Jimmy that Lucie found the diamond? What about Lemon? If Jimmy knew, so did Lemon. A sickness unrelated to Frankie’s pounding head whirled in his stomach.
 
   If Jimmy and Lemon knew about the diamond, could they be trusted to keep it quiet? Hell, they could have told any number of lowlifes.
 
   Frankie shifted sideways and dry heaved into the bucket by his bed. Dammit. He could be the cause of all this.
 
   He rolled out of bed, made his way to the bathroom, raised his forearm over his eyes and flipped the light. After a second, he lowered his arms and pried one eye open to locate his painkillers.
 
   Two hours. That’s what he needed to kill. By then his father would be up and reading the morning paper, perusing the sports section and checking out Frankie’s column, as he always did. Frankie swallowed two pills, looked in the mirror and scared the crap out of himself. His eyes held that shiny, unfocused look that came with concussions.
 
   Rest. That’s what he needed now. Maybe the meds would kick in and by six, he’d be moving enough to get the four blocks to his folks’ house.
 
   A sleepy Lucie stumbled into the bathroom. She’d insisted on sleeping on the couch. “Are you okay?”
 
   “Needed the painkillers. Go back to sleep.” He eyed her in his beat up Cubs shirt. “In my bed.”
 
   She rolled her eyes. “Even with a concussion? Unbelievable.”
 
   “Still a guy, Luce. And that part of my brain is intact.”
 
   “Thanks for the offer, but I’ll stick with the couch, for now. Do you need anything?”
 
   “You just shot down the only thing I need.” This said as he crawled into his bed alone. He’d be no good to her now anyway. She’d have to do all the work. He pulled the sheet up and prayed for the peace of mind he needed to sleep. At least then he would stop thinking he’d put Lucie in danger.
 
   Two hours later, after a raging battle for sleep, Frankie used his key to unlock his parents’ front door and slipped in.
 
   “Pop?” His voice was somewhere between a whisper and his regular tone. No sense giving anyone cardiac arrest by sneaking up on them.
 
   An eerie darkness enveloped the newly painted room. His mother had finally gotten rid of the fuzzy wallpaper, but a shaft of light filtered from the kitchen as Pop swung around the corner, still wearing his navy pinstripe pajamas.
 
   “Frankie?”
 
   “Morning.”
 
   “What are you doing here so early? You okay?”
 
   “I gotta talk to you.”
 
   Dad put a hand on his back. “How’s your head?”
 
   Lucie’s mother must have called his mother. Luce had warned him about that. He wasn’t the only one flapping gums with a parent.
 
   “Could be worse,” Frankie said. “The meds help.”
 
   “Jeez, Frankie, with your history, you gotta be more careful.”
 
   Getting knocked to the ground by a would-be dognapper wasn’t exactly his fault, but his father didn’t know that. Not wanting to terrify her mother, Lucie had told her Frankie slipped and hit his head. Not exactly heroic, but it worked for their purposes. “Yeah. I know.”
 
   “Come in. Your mother isn’t up yet. In a little while, she’ll make you a good breakfast. You hungry?”
 
   “Not so much.”
 
   Frankie wasn’t a breakfast guy, especially with a swollen brain, but his mother’s ham and eggs might relieve the ache a bit. If he could keep the food in place.
 
   His father led him into the kitchen and poured a second cup of coffee. The Herald sat open on the table. Pop read every article, every day, no exceptions.
 
   “Sugar, right?” his father asked.
 
   “Right.” He handed him the sugar bowl and Frankie hoped the burn of coffee wouldn’t send his tender stomach into a boycott.
 
   “What’s up, kid? Why aren’t you in bed?”
 
   Asking questions without them sounding like accusations wouldn’t be the easiest thing Frankie had ever experienced. He ran his middle finger and thumb across his forehead, felt the pressure drive through his skull.
 
   Say it.
 
   “I don’t know how to ask you this, so I’m gonna lay it out.”
 
   His father sat across from him, took off his reading glasses and dropped them on the table. His dark eyes held intensity, but Frankie recognized the look as being more concern than anything.
 
   “You can ask me anything.”
 
   Yeah, well, they’d see about that. “You know all this crap with Lucie and the dognappings?”
 
   “She get hit again?”
 
   “Almost. She zapped the guy with her stun gun.”
 
   His father cracked a smile. “Is that a fact?”
 
   Frankie couldn’t resist smiling. Nobody would ever expect Lucie to use a stun gun. He held up a hand. “Swear.”
 
   “Maybe she’s got a little of her father in her after all.”
 
   There was a scary freakin’ thought. “Anyway, we think someone swiped one of her reports from the house and that’s how they know who her accessory clients are.”
 
   “Someone broke into the house?”
 
   “We think so. She had a spreadsheet go missing. It never turned up.”
 
   His father’s bottom lip poked out for a second. “Reasonable, I guess.”
 
   “Pop?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I told you about the diamond. Could Jimmy have overheard and told someone else. Maybe they’re going rogue?”
 
   His father sat back, thought about it for a split second. If that.
 
   “No. Some of these young guys, they’re a little…” Dad held his hand to his head and motioned like he was turning a screw, “…whacked. But Jimmy? No. Not with Joe’s daughter.”
 
   Frankie slugged a gulp of coffee, set the mug down and waited for the impact. Nothing. So far, so good. “It sounds nuts, but it’s the only thing I can come up with.”
 
   His father leaned forward, smacked a hand on Frankie’s arm. “I’ll ask around. If it’s one of our guys, I’ll find out and take care of it.”
 
   Frankie nodded. “Keep it low profile. Lucie doesn’t want Joe finding out. He climbed all over her when we saw him last. We’ve got enough problems without her being pissed at me. We need to figure out where this diamond came from so we can all get back to normal.”
 
   His father held up two hands. “I’ll keep it quiet, but you can bet I’ll take care of it.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “How’s it going?” Frankie asked Lucie when she came through his door carrying a white paper bag.
 
   Grateful to see her, he rested his head back on the couch, and hoped there was a meatball sandwich in that sack. “Is that from Petey’s?”
 
   “You bet. Thought you’d like some lunch.” She knelt beside him, ran her fingers through his hair and he enjoyed the comfort of the gesture. They were together again and he intended to enjoy it. “Do you need anything?”
 
   “I need a lot of things, but they all require you naked.”
 
   She rolled her eyes. “So, your brain still isn’t the only thing swelled?”
 
   He laughed. “Come on, Luce, I’d want sex if my arms we’re hanging off and I was bleeding out.”
 
   The sandwich came flying at him and he tore into the bag. “I guess I’ll settle for this. Hunger set in about an hour ago, but I was too lazy to move. I can’t believe you went to Petey’s for me. You hate Petey’s.”
 
   “Which is why I had Ro go in.”
 
   Frankie snorted. “Atta-girl. Always searching for the workaround.”
 
   “You deserve a meatball sandwich.”
 
   “Yes, I do. What are you up to the rest of the day?”
 
   “Today is the interview for the bank job, so I need to go home and change. After the interview, I’ll finish the run with Joey and tonight I’m meeting with a web-designer. I might want a website for Coco Barknell. I could put the dog walking services on one page and the accessories on the other.”
 
   “Sounds like you have a plan.”
 
   “Yep. It’s the safety net if I don’t get a job.”
 
   He unwrapped the foil and a bit of sauce dripped onto his T-shirt. Nice. It’d probably get a lot worse before he was done so he ignored the stain and bit into the sandwich. The sharpness of the garlic and cheese caused a riot with his taste buds and he closed his eyes. Heaven.
 
   “Watching you eat one of those is always exciting. It’s almost a turn-on.”
 
   He swallowed. “They’re so damn good. What are you thinking about the banking job?”
 
   “I’m not holding my breath. There are a lot of people with more experience than me out of work.”
 
   “Yeah, but you’re good. And Lutz recommended you. That’s gotta carry some weight. Be prepared if they offer you the job.”
 
   She switched to a sitting position next to the sofa. “That would be nice.”
 
   “Would you take the job?”
 
   “I think I’d have to. I need health insurance. My benefits from the old job will expire soon and it’s expensive to buy my own. Plus, I need to get out of my parents’ house.”
 
   After three bites, Frankie set the sandwich on the cushion next to him. Might as well take a break and see how it settles in. “Is it that bad?”
 
   “Well, Joey is Joey, but he’s been laying off. I think he feels bad about the dognappings. And my mom is a dream. She’s saving my butt helping with the sewing.”
 
   “What’s the problem then?”
 
   Lucie hesitated. “The old neighborhood is too stifling. And when my father calls, we have to practically line up to talk to him and all he does is lecture me about wasting my education.”
 
   “That’s because you haven’t told him Coco Barknell could be huge. You could open shops all over the country. Then will your education be wasted?”
 
   “Frankie?”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “I have a business plan. I did production estimates and salary and benefit options. I’ve got it all figured out.”
 
   Good girl. A pulsing nailed him right in the gut. Might have been the sandwich, but he wanted to think it was the business plan. “You could open a store downtown.”
 
   “Not right away. It’s too expensive. Unless I get another investor.”
 
   “I can give you more money.”
 
   She shook her head. “I don’t want you risking any more of your money. I was thinking I should ask Mr. Lutz. He may want to do it. If he doesn’t, he’d be able to hook me up with the right people.”
 
   “Luce?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Are you sure about taking the bank job if they offer it? You’ve got all this Coco Barknell stuff figured out. Might be worth the risk.”
 
   Seemed like a no-brainer to him, but Lucie didn’t have that warrior instinct. She liked to play it safe. Analyze the figures, the market conditions, the possibilities.
 
   “It’s the medical benefits. With a banking job, I have a safety net. All the money I’d spend on benefits could go into my savings. Once I’m working again, I can do Coco Barknell part-time until I have enough money saved to go full-time.”
 
   Frankie understood her thinking, but being unemployed seemed like the perfect opportunity for her to get Coco off the ground. All she needed was the capital. And a good dose of self-confidence.
 
   But Lucie didn’t like taking risks with her personal life. Over the years, her father’s lifestyle meant living on the edge and she had never gotten comfortable with that. If only Frankie could get her to take a chance. “Then I guess you’ll take the job if they offer it to you?”
 
   “I guess I will.”
 
   Something about that seemed like a damn shame.
 
   ***
 
    
 
   After the interview, Lucie jumped into a cab to meet Joey at the Bernards’ so they could finish the dog walks.
 
   “Thanks for handling the morning run for me,” Lucie said when Joey came off the elevator with the dogs who, as usual, greeted her by pawing at her feet in a play bow. She bent low and rubbed each of them under the chin. “Good girls. I missed you too.”
 
   “On a schedule here.”
 
   Lucie laughed. For a change, someone else worried about time. “I have jeans in my bag. Let me change and we’ll finish up.”
 
   “How’d it go?”
 
   She shrugged. “I don’t know. Sounds like a good place to work.”
 
   “Yeah, but did you get a vibe?”
 
   “No, Joey. I’ll know when I know.”
 
   He waved her off. “It’s all bull anyway. This is why I like my job. I don’t have to deal with this crap.”
 
   Now he was comparing being a bookie to banking? Priceless. “You also don’t have a 401K.”
 
   And there was nothing he could do about it because bank accounts could be seized by the government, and he wasn’t about to leave a money trail.
 
   “Hey, I got some cash saved.”
 
   Probably in a box in the attic. Which she’d find by the time she was finished searching for the diamonds. “Doesn’t it bug you that you can’t have a normal bank account?”
 
   “Nope. It’s safer.”
 
   “Oh, please.”
 
   “When you got your last investment statement, how much was it down?”
 
   Oh, no. She wasn’t buying into this.
 
   Joey grinned at her. “Guess how much my retirement account was down?”
 
   Nope. Not biting.
 
   He made a zero with his thumb and index finger.
 
   “But when the market comes back, my money has the potential to grow where yours doesn’t.”
 
   “It also has the potential to tank.”
 
   She shook her head. “Forget it. You’re like a brick wall.”
 
   “Yeah, but I know what I see when I look in the mirror.”
 
   Lucie hefted her tote bag on her shoulder and squeezed the strap. “What is that supposed to mean?”
 
   “What do you see, Luce?”
 
   What did she see? Some days she thought she knew. But those were the days where all this rising above smothered her like an extra thirty pounds. Those thirty pounds made taking an extra step a struggle.
 
   In some ways, she wanted to be more like Joey. He never worried about what the world thought or where his life would lead. He lived in the moment, day to day and that suited him fine.
 
   “Joey, don’t you ever want more?”
 
   He lifted a shoulder. “I’m okay with my life. I don’t dream about being some corporate schmo. I can have everything I want doing what I’m doing. Hell, if I moved to Vegas I could work in a sportsbook and I’d have a legal job.”
 
   “So, there you go. Why not move to Vegas and be legitimate?”
 
   “Too hot there. And everything I want is here.”
 
   She slid her tote off her shoulder, stared down at it while the girls sniffed around the bottom. “We are so different. All I want is to get away from Franklin and all you want is to stay.”
 
   “Pretty much.”
 
   She lifted the bag with her clothes. “I need to change.”
 
   “Yeah, you do.”
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
   Frankie walked into Petey’s a little after seven o’clock with his head still pounding like a mother. A big one.
 
   “Ho,” Jimmy yelled when Frankie pushed through the door.
 
   “Ho,” Frankie yelled back in his Jimmy voice.
 
   Didn’t this crew ever go home?
 
   Frankie went to the counter to order. “Did you guys eat?”
 
   “Yeah,” Jimmy said. “Petey! Get Frankie his sandwich.”
 
   “Doing it already,” Petey said.
 
   Normally, Frankie liked the familiarity in Petey starting his sandwich before he’d even ordered. Tonight though, it felt ordinary. Typical. Boring. “Petey, did you start it yet?”
 
   Petey turned to him, bread knife in hand. “I just cut the bread.”
 
   “Make it an eggplant parm.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Ho.”
 
   “I think that fall scrambled his brain,” Lemon added.
 
   Part of this scenario scraped against Frankie’s nerves. Had he become that predictable? Looked like it, because the guys were getting a hell of a ride out of it. “Yeah. Eggplant parm today. I’m living large.”
 
   A big, hulking guy with a head the size of a movie marquee came out of the back room. He spotted Frankie, swung around and went back the way he came.
 
   What was that about?
 
   Something about the guy tapped at Frankie’s memory. Where had he seen that big square head?
 
   He straddled the vacant chair between Jimmy and Lemon. “Who was that guy?”
 
   Jimmy waved. “He’s some mope on one of the other crews. He don’t come around too much.”
 
   “Good thing too,” Lemon added.
 
   “Why is that?”
 
   Lemon shrugged. “Thinks he’s a smart guy. I’d like to show him how smart he is.”
 
   “I’ve seen him before,” Frankie said.
 
   “He’s been around a while. Maybe you saw him somewhere.”
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   Petey slid a tray onto the counter. “Eggplant parm.” 
 
   From his seat, Frankie stared at the tray, but his eyes wandered to the back room. He knew that guy. Or at least he’d seen him somewhere before. And it was recent.
 
   Leaving the sandwich, Frankie headed to the back room. “Be right back.”
 
   “Ho,” Jimmy called. “You’re food is up. Don’t let it get cold.”
 
   But Frankie ignored him. He needed to put eyes on this guy. He strode down the short hallway with the banged up steel gray walls and the cracking linoleum floor, halting when he got to the door where the sound of muffled voices came through. One of those voices belonged to his father. He raised his fist to knock and stopped.
 
   Walk in. Surprise them.
 
   Frankie’s temples throbbed—damned concussion—but he set the pain aside and wrapped his fingers around the ancient crystal doorknob.
 
   He pushed the door open. “Pop?”
 
   His father sat behind Petey’s desk with the square-headed guy standing on the opposite side. Dude angled back, saw Frankie and whipped front again.
 
   “Frankie!” His father shot out of his chair, came around the desk and put a hand on his arm to usher him out. “I’ll be right out.”
 
   But Frankie’s eyes were on the tall dude with the square head who wouldn’t make eye contact. How the hell did he know this guy?
 
   He pulled his arm from his father’s grasp, stepped toward tall dude and extended his hand. “I’m Frank Falcone.”
 
   Tall dude nodded once. “How are ya?”
 
   “Not bad.” He burned the image of this guy’s face—brown eyes, scar next to his right eye, thick nose that had to have been broken a time or two—into his head.
 
   “Frankie,” his father said, “order me a sandwich. I’ll meet you outside.”
 
   His father wanted him gone. Frankie usually didn’t come back here when his father conducted business. Not that his father ever told him to stay out, but he never wanted to know what went on behind this closed door.
 
   Today, his father wanted him out. Why?
 
   “Sure, Pop.” He turned to the tall dude. “What did you say your name was?”
 
   “I didn’t.”
 
   Okay, then. Flaming moron.
 
   Frankie went back to the table, inhaled his sandwich and bolted. He walked the few blocks back to his house and called Joey on the way.
 
   “I can’t talk,” Joey said. “The Bulls are down by three. I could lose my ass.”
 
   Frankie blew that off. With a seven o’clock start, it was way too early to be worrying about the ending. “There was a guy at Petey’s before. I need to know who he is.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “I don’t know. I’ve seen him. Can’t figure out where. Jimmy said he’s on one of the other crews. I went to the back office and he was in there with my father. He wouldn’t give me his name.”
 
   “What’d he look like?”
 
   “Tall, dark hair, square head. Big guy.”
 
   “Square head?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Had to be Neil. He’s on Mickey’s crew.”
 
   “How would I know him?”
 
   “Couldn’t tell ya. He doesn’t come around Petey’s much. They have their own place on the west side.”
 
   Frankie reached his house, stopped in front and grazed his sneaker over the patch of lawn. Why was Neil talking to his father? The crews generally stayed within ranks. “Why would he be meeting with my dad?”
 
   “Couldn’t tell ya,” Joey repeated.
 
   Could Lucie’s father have something to do with it? Frankie knew his father typically discussed business with Joe during his visits. They had been forced to work out their own coding system due to the constant recording of conversations, but they still managed to do business. “When are you seeing your dad?”
 
   Joey sighed. “Well, Princess Puff-Puff, if you can get out of bed and play bodyguard to my sister, I’ll go tomorrow.”
 
   Princess Puff Puff? Frankie should kick his ass. “I’ll be ready to roll tomorrow. Ask your dad about Neil. Don’t make him suspicious.”
 
   “What is it with you and Neil?”
 
   “I don’t know. He kept turning away from me like he didn’t want me to see his face.”
 
   “Dude, he’s probably in a jackpot and wants to keep it quiet.”
 
   “No. It’s me he’s got a problem with. Everyone in Petey’s saw him, but he avoided me.”
 
   “Maybe he doesn’t like your pretty boy looks?”
 
   “Or maybe he doesn’t like my connection to these dognappings?”
 
    
 
   ***
 
   The following evening, Frankie, Joey and Lucie sat huddled around the dining room table anticipating Mom’s return from her poker game. Yes, her mother had a weekly poker game. No real money exchanged hands. Bingo chips only and Mom had a knack for raking those babies in.
 
   “We don’t have a lot of time,” Joey said. “What’s up?”
 
   Mom usually got home between nine-thirty and ten and the clock hovered at nine-forty-five.
 
   Of course, Lucie and Frankie had to wait for Joey to join them at the house and now he was moaning about being short on time. Typical.
 
   “How’d you do you with your dad today?” Frankie asked.
 
   “Good and not so good. He’s not pissed at Lucie anymore.” Joey turned to her. “You need to get up there this weekend. He’s done lecturing you about finding a job, but if you don’t get your skinny butt up to see him, he’s gonna blow.”
 
   She hated visiting her father in prison. No one wanted to think of their parent as a caged animal. “Fine. I’ll get on the list.” She looked at Frankie.
 
   He backed away. “Me?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “I’ll go if you want me to, but that’ll lead to him asking if we’re back together.”
 
   “Are you back together?”
 
   “We’re dating,” Lucie said. Frankie nodded.
 
   Joey scrunched his face. “Dating? Is that like a friends-with-benefits thing?”
 
   Imbecile. “Don’t be a jerk,” she said. “Tell us about dad.”
 
   “Right.” Joey flicked his eyes to Frankie. “He doesn’t know about any deals Neil and your dad might be involved in. Neil is a good earner though.”
 
   “Didn’t he want to know why you were asking?”
 
   “No. I told him I saw him having lunch at Petey’s with a couple of guys.”
 
   Holy cow, Lucie thought. “You lied to Dad?”
 
   Joey looked at her with a bored expression that telepathed he thought she was cow dung. “I didn’t lie. The guy was at Petey’s. He could have had lunch there.”
 
   “And he wasn’t surprised by that?” Frankie wanted to know.
 
   Joey stuck out his bottom lip. “Not really. Mickey likes the pepper-and-egg sandwiches at Petey’s and sometimes makes Neil the delivery boy.”
 
   “Crap. I got all stoked thinking he was involved in the dognapping thing, and I’ve probably just seen him at Petey’s buying a sandwich.”
 
   Lucie reached for Frankie’s hand. “You’re thinking too much.”
 
   “Dammit.”
 
   She understood though, because she’d lost plenty of sleep worrying about the dogs and the diamond and the ongoing search of the attic that had turned up nothing. For Frankie, it was worse. He’d promised her father she’d be safe. If he broke that promise, he’d hear about it for the rest of her father’s life. And her father was a healthy guy.
 
   “Who is this Neil? Do I know him?”
 
   “I don’t think so. He’s not from the neighborhood. He’s part of Mickey’s crew and doesn’t come around much.”
 
   “He’s a big, tall dude.” Frankie held his hands next to his head. “Square head.”
 
   She didn’t know anyone with a square head. “I should get a look at him. See if I recognize him.”
 
   Joey sat back and blew his cheeks out. “Here we go with the conspiracy theories.”
 
   “It couldn’t hurt,” Frankie said. “Where does he hang out?”
 
   “For Christ sakes. Let it go.”
 
   When Joey swung his gaze to Lucie, she said, “We should at least check this Neil guy out. If Frankie is this worried, there might be something to it.”
 
   Joey snorted. “You two have fun schlepping around Jasper to find this guy.”
 
   “No. It’ll look suspicious if Frankie goes. You’ll have to take me.”
 
   “Hell no. I’m not following Neil.”
 
   Frankie flung a hand out. “She’s right. If he sees me with Lucie, it’ll look strange. All you need to do is ask around, see where he hangs out and take Lucie there. In fact, you may not even have to get out of the car. Do a role reversal and pretend you’re the feds. For a change, you’ll be the one sitting in the car.”
 
   Joey grinned. “Nice.”
 
   Frankie leaned forward on his elbows, made eye contact with Joey. “I’ll take your shift with the dogs next week.”
 
   “Now we’re talking.”
 
   “Both shifts.”
 
   That lit up Joey’s face. “Ding, ding, ding. We have a winner. You walk the mutts with Luce and I’ll find Neil. Piece of cake.”
 
   “Well, I’m glad you boys figured that out.” Nothing like feeling completely useless.
 
   Frankie didn’t miss the implied comment and grabbed Lucie’s hand. “Your turn comes when he finds Neil. Something about that guy rubs me wrong. I feel like I’ve seen him recently. Maybe you’ll recognize him.”
 
   Lucie shifted toward Frankie. “Do you think he’s involved with stealing the accessories?”
 
   He ran a finger over her cheek and the heat shot right to her lower core. God, she loved him.
 
   “I don’t know, but we’ve pretty much run out of ideas.”
 
   Joey shook his head. “This guy would have to be plain stupid to dogjack Lucie. My father would put his head on a stick.”
 
   Lucie sucked in a breath, felt the burn all the way to her lungs. On rare occasions, she heard about her father’s business, but it never sat well with her.
 
   “Oh, relax.” Joey shook his head at her. “It was a figure of speech.”
 
   Right. Figure of speech.
 
   Sure it was.
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
   Late Tuesday afternoon, a sunny day that made Lucie anticipate warmer weather and ice cream cones by the lake, she and Joey sat in his SUV across the street from the Hubbard Bar & Grill. They had completed the dog walks for the day and, despite her exhaustion, she’d pushed herself and Joey to track down this Neil character.
 
   Supposedly Neil frequented this place, but they’d been here an hour already with no sightings of a blockhead. She pulled a nail file from her purse and began sawing.
 
   The waning sun shined through the windshield, the meager heat radiating off the dashboard. Such a nice day.
 
   Joey focused on Hubbard’s and Lucie followed his gaze. Nothing. “What is it? Did you see him go in?”
 
   “No. I’m hungry. Let’s go eat.”
 
   Eat. Was he insane? They were on a stakeout and he wanted to march right into the place so he could feed his insatiable stomach. “We can’t leave the car. What if he shows up while we’re eating?”
 
   Joey pointed at Hubbard’s. “We’ll eat there.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Why not? They serve food. We can eat and spy at the same time.”
 
   “What if someone recognizes us?”
 
   He shrugged. “I’ll tell them we were in the neighborhood and got hungry. I ate here with Dad a couple of times. Everyone knows I know the place. If Neil comes in, you’ll get an up close look at him. Think about it, Luce. This is a great plan.”
 
   Before she could protest, he stepped out of the car and waved at her to hurry up. Nothing came between Joey and a meal.
 
   “Jiminy Crickets. Give me a second.”
 
   She hesitated a minute longer, ran the plan through her mental strategizer. It could work. Finally, she scooted out of the car and followed him.
 
   If the place wasn’t a throwback, she didn’t know what was. The lack of windows made it impossible to know whether it was day or night outside. Minimal can lights didn’t help. An L-shaped bar sat to the right and a handful of unoccupied captain’s tables and wooden swivel chairs filled the remaining space. The only sound came from a wall-mounted television tuned to SportsCenter.
 
   The four men at the bar turned toward them then quickly looked away. Apparently, not anyone Joey knew, because he pointed to an empty table with vinyl upholstered chairs that reminded Lucie of ones her mother had back in the seventies. Still though, the place was clean and the scent of grilling meat hung in the air. Maybe she was a tad famished herself.
 
   Upon finishing their meal, Joey lingered over a beer. His second. “I’m driving home,” Lucie said.
 
   “You think I’m loaded on two beers?”
 
   “I don’t care. I’m not taking a chance on you getting pulled over. That’s all we need. The cop would take one look at the name on your license and he’d throw you in lockup.”
 
   Joey didn’t argue. It could happen.
 
   The door opened and two male voices boomed. “I banged the hell out of Gonzo’s sister last night,” one guy said.
 
   Ignoring her better judgment, Lucie turned to look at the two men. If her father were here, he’d be up and beating the heck out of the guy who dared to talk that way with women present.
 
   “Turn around,” Joey said, his voice sharp, biting even. “That’s Neil.”
 
   A gush of excitement left a metallic taste in her mouth and she spun back. This was it. Finally.
 
   “Take a casual look,” Joey said.
 
   She pretended the voices drew her attention and glanced toward the door. Well, Frankie was right about one thing. The guy had a square head. Truly fascinating.
 
   Unfortunately, she didn’t recognize said squareness. That wouldn’t make Frankie very happy. If she’d seen that head before, she’d remember it.
 
   An older man followed Neil and the other guy through the door. Lucie turned back to Joey. “Mickey just walked in.”
 
   “Got it.” Joey smiled big, maybe a little too big, and held his hand up in greeting. Mickey walked to the table, shook Joey’s hand and kissed Lucie on the cheek. Ick.
 
   “Good to see you, Joe. What’re you doing here?”
 
   Joe. Nobody that mattered called him that.
 
   “We were doing errands for my ma and I got hungry.”
 
   Mickey nodded. “How’s your father?”
 
   “He’s good.”
 
   “Glad to hear it. Give him my best.”
 
   Gag.
 
   Mickey turned to Lucie, stared at her a minute and hit her with a slow moving, grease drip of a smile. “Lucia, I heard you got laid off. You let me know if you need anything.”
 
   That’d be the day. But because she was on a mission here, she smiled. Not too big, not too small. “Thank you. I appreciate that.”
 
   No sense being rude to a serial killer. At least that’s what Ro called him.
 
   Neil took a seat at the bar and turned to see where Mickey had gone. Lucie made eye contact and Neil, with the speed of a man running from a grizzly, turned front again. No wonder Frankie was obsessed. Neil’s behavior didn’t lend itself to innocence.
 
   Still though, he wasn’t anyone she recognized. Too bad. The glimmer of we’re-gonna-fix-this-mess hope went bye-bye.
 
   Lucie checked her watch. “Joey, we should go.”
 
   “Right.” He stood and held his hand to Mickey. “Take it easy, Mick. I’ll tell my father you were asking for him.”
 
   “Thanks, Joe. And Lucia, remember what I said. Anything you need.”
 
   Don’t hold your breath. But Lucie nodded her thanks and they left the bar.
 
   When they reached the sidewalk, Joey halted. “Well?”
 
   The fading sunlight, in contrast to the darkened bar, seemed an instant relief and Lucie tilted her head skyward. “Nada. I’ve never seen that guy before. And with the shape of that head, I’d remember.”
 
   “Say goodbye to your boyfriend then, because we’re gonna have to commit him.”
 
   Lucie snorted, but she wasn’t sure Joey was kidding. Frankie was becoming a bit compulsive about this. “Back to searching the house, I guess.”
 
   “Did you finish in the attic?”
 
   “No. I have another seven boxes. No diamonds so far, but I did find grandma’s coffee grinder. The wooden one we used to play with when we were kids?”
 
   “Holy crap. Mom still has that?”
 
   “You should see some of the stuff up there.”
 
   They reached the car and Joey turned to her. “Maybe you should think about not selling any accessories for a while. Let this blow over.”
 
   Fat chance. “Believe me, I’ve thought about shutting down, but I don’t want to give in to these people. I don’t get it, Joey. I can’t find any more diamonds. We know none of the dogs are wearing them and we’ve been through my entire inventory, including what I’ve sold. There are no other diamonds. It’s just the one in my safe deposit box and, according to Frankie, his father already spread the word that we hid that one. Why, if these people are so bent on getting that one back, aren’t they coming straight to me?”
 
   Joey, clearly remembering she expected to drive home, held his keys to her. “Whoever is doing this doesn’t want Dad to find out who they are. Even with him behind bars, nobody will screw with him.”
 
   She took the keys, flipped to the thick black fob and pointed it at Joey. “Unless they had a darn good reason.”
 
   ***
 
   Lucie slipped in the back door just after dawn the next morning, wearing last night’s clothes. It wasn’t her fault. She’d been conned into going to Frankie’s to report on Neil and had been seduced by the master. For a good long time.
 
   She gently closed the door behind her and winced when the lock snicked. Please don’t let anyone be up.
 
   “No sense sneaking.” Her mother’s voice severed the quiet air and Lucie shot upright.
 
   Mom wasn’t naïve enough to think Lucie was a virgin—not after three years with Frankie—but she didn’t want her daughter sneaking around like a ho either.
 
   The aroma of freshly ground coffee melted into Lucie making her mouth water, and she turned to find her mother dressed in her yoga gear, sitting at the kitchen table, having her morning wake-me-up. A magazine sat open in front of her.
 
   “I’m sorry,” Lucie said. “I was at Frankie’s and fell asleep. He didn’t want to wake me.”
 
   Not a lie. Totally. She did fall asleep. After a few rounds of marathon sex. Hot, slick sex that made her skin come alive and left her body limp.
 
   Mom watched her with those expressive hazel eyes, and Lucie, expecting to see disappointment, saw nothing. No anger, no disappointment, no judgment. She curled her toes. How humiliating.
 
   “You’re a grown-up,” Mom said. “Do you want breakfast?”
 
   Not in last night’s clothes. “No. Thanks. I need to get ready for work.”
 
   Mom closed her magazine and ran her hand over the cover, her movements slow and intentional. A prickle cruised up Lucie’s neck.
 
   “Are you happy?” Mom asked.
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “I feel like I’m being selfish with Coco Barknell.”
 
   Only her mother could think that. The woman had been literally working her fingers until they bled and she feared she was being selfish.
 
   Lucie slid into the chair next to Mom and linked fingers with her. “How could you think that? I owe you so much.”
 
   A moment, maybe two, fell away with Mom gazing at their entwined hands. Finally, she brought her damp gaze to Lucie’s. What’s going on?
 
   Lucie scooted a bit closer. “Why are you upset?”
 
   “Because I’m enjoying being part of something. With your father gone, I’ve been on my own and, well, bored. The sewing gives me something to look forward to. But I want you to be happy.”
 
   “Even if it means you being unhappy?”
 
   “Of course.” Her mother smiled at her. “Welcome to the world of parenting, honey.”
 
   “You don’t have to sacrifice for me anymore.”
 
   “When you’re a parent, you’ll understand. It doesn’t matter how old you and Joey are, you’re still my babies. I’ll do whatever necessary to protect you.”
 
   Lucie shook her head. “You’re amazing. After all these years, putting up with Dad and his antics—not to mention Joey—and you still have the energy to take care of us.”
 
   How the heck did Lucie get lucky enough to have a mother like this? One who put her life on hold for her family. Particularly when her father was…well…who he was. It seemed unfair, yet, her mother carried the weight of all their burdens on her sturdy shoulders, never allowing outsiders to see her falter. “I love you, Mom.”
 
   “I love you, and you never answered my question about being happy.”
 
   Caught that, did ya? Lucie shrugged. “I’m happy about certain things. I hate that I lost my job, but the dog walking has its advantages. I’m not cooped up in an office all day and Coco Barknell lets me use my creative energy. My old job was all numbers and proofreading.”
 
   Mom looked toward the back door. “And what about Frankie? I take it you’ve reunited.”
 
   Sticky business here. She couldn’t say they were dating. Her mother wouldn’t understand that after she’d just busted her doing the ultimate walk of shame. Or would she?
 
   “We’re trying to start over. We never dated and didn’t get to know each other like two people who met at a supermarket would.”
 
   Mom laughed, but it was more of a “huh” sort of laugh. “I could see where that would be a challenge, considering you’ve known each other all your lives.”
 
   “Exactly. I didn’t really know him. I knew that he liked baseball, but I didn’t know that he thrived on it. That his dream made him feel whole. And that when he lost it, he had to figure out another way to be whole. Those sorts of things.”
 
   Her mother tilted her head. “I understand.”
 
   “I have to say, it’s fun. We got all dressed up the other night and went out for dinner and dancing. I enjoy doing those things with him. We had gotten into a rut where we would just sit home and watch a movie. It’s a nice change. We’re taking things a day at a time.”
 
   “He loves you, Lucie.”
 
   That, Lucie knew without a doubt. In every touch, in every smile, in every word. “He does. What I need is for us to want the same things.”
 
   Her mother scoffed. “How incredibly boring.”
 
   “Mom!”
 
   “Oh, please.” she stood to freshen her coffee. “Why would you want that? Wouldn’t it be fun to explore different wants? That’s part of the journey. He wants things and you want things. As long as you both agree to be a team, you don’t have to want the same things.”
 
   In Lucie’s mind, this wasn’t an option. Not with the one big want that she needed. The one Frankie couldn’t compromise on. And then it hit her. Her mother could never have wanted a lifetime of gossip and trials and a husband in prison.
 
   “Like you and Dad?” Ouch. She smacked her lips together. Of all the rotten, hurtful things to say. “I didn’t mean that.”
 
   Her mother waved her off. “It’s true. I’ve always let your father do things his way. I spoiled him. Now he expects me to always go along. It’s not fair, but I helped create the monster he’s become.”
 
   “He took advantage of your good nature.”
 
   Mom returned to the table; cup in hand, steam rising from its contents. After the crack Lucie made, the steam should have been coming off her mother. “I allowed him to take advantage. It’s as much my fault as it is his.”
 
   “Still.”
 
   “With him gone, I’ve had plenty of time to think about it and decided to make some changes. I’m done doing things his way. When he comes home, he’ll have to learn to compromise. I’ve been alone for two years now, and I’ve learned it’s okay to want what I want instead of what he wants. He won’t be happy about it, but he’ll have to adjust.”
 
   Yay, Mom. The steely determination in her mother’s eyes let Lucie know her father was in for a rough time when he got out. Good for him. Prison would seem like a cakewalk compared to the changes around here. They were his family, not his servants.
 
   This was the difference between her parents’ relationship and her and Frankie’s. Frankie never insisted things be his way. He didn’t scream or demand or manipulate. No, he always tried to find the compromise. Even if they fought, he would eventually agree to a compromise.
 
   “I like that plan, Mom. He needs to appreciate you more. He’s going to hate it that you’ve become a career girl with Coco Barknell.”
 
   She grunted. “Yes, he will, but there’s not much he can do about it from a cell.”
 
   And there it was. The emotion her mother never showed. Anger over the humiliation of a husband in prison and for expecting her to keep their life in order without him.
 
   “Mom?”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “I don’t know if I’m happy.” Mom opened her mouth to say something and Lucie raised her finger. “I’m not unhappy though. I’m somewhere in between.”
 
   Given what was going on with the dognapping’s, this was something to be thrilled about. Her mother, thank God, didn’t know about all that drama.
 
   “I raised a strong girl in you, Lucie. Don’t ever settle.”
 
   “I won’t. There’s too much life out there to settle.”
 
   “Amen to that. If you love Frankie and he’s the one, tell him. If not, let him find someone who loves him as much as he loves you.”
 
   A sudden hole opened in Lucie’s chest. Let him find someone else? What did that mean? Another woman? Frankie with someone else would be beyond her pain tolerance. “Did you hear something? About him and someone else?”
 
   Her mother pulled a face. “Frankie? Heavens no. He’s a good boy. He’d end it with you before he went with someone else. I just think it’s unfair to both of you, all this back and forth. If you love him, love him well. He deserves that. And so do you. That’s all I’m saying.”
 
   Love him well. Had she done that? Did constantly asking him to make changes in his life represent loving him?
 
   Could she get beyond the fact that he was happy living in Franklin surrounded by his family and the life? Maybe she was the one who needed to make changes?
 
   Like her mother did regarding her father. It took her mother thirty years to make those changes, and Lucie wasn’t about to wait that long.
 
   She leaned over and kissed Mom’s cheek. “Thanks.”
 
   “For what?”
 
   “For being you. You’re the best. You always help me. Even when I don’t know I need it.”
 
   Mom smiled big. “Well, thank you. It’s nice to hear.”
 
   “I’ll tell you more often. I promise.” She straightened. “I need to get showered. Frankie is helping me with the dogs today and I want to be on time. I have a few things to say to him.”
 
   Thirty minutes later, with her mother out for yoga, Lucie headed up to the attic to continue the diamond search.
 
   “You up there?” Frankie hollered from the base of the pull-down stairs in the hallway.
 
   “I’m here. Come on up.”
 
   A minute later, his head poked through the opening.
 
   “Hey.” He took a long look at her V-neck T-shirt. “You look hot today. Maybe we’ll stop at my place on the way to the dogs.”
 
   She rolled her eyes. The man was insatiable. “No. The schedule is tight enough.”
 
   “I can be quick.”
 
   She burst out laughing. “Somehow a five-second lay doesn’t sound like fun for me.” Still, she was grinning because she found comfort in Frankie’s sexual appetite. Everything came back to sex with him. Sometimes it was like a buzzing bee around her, but there could be worse things than a man constantly wanting to love her.
 
   He boosted himself into the attic, shoved a box aside and crawled over to her. “I’ll make it fun.”
 
   “I know. I also know it’s important to you that I’m happy. I love you for that. I love you for not giving up on me when I constantly ask you to change the things you don’t want to. I love you because you’re you and I don’t ever want to be without you.”
 
   Frankie settled his gaze on her as he considered her words.
 
   Was he going to say something? Anything? Dust particles floated on the air and Lucie waved a hand at them. It was easier than thinking about how she’d just let her most intimate feelings fly.
 
   He leaned closer and focused on her lips. “I’m definitely getting laid today.”
 
   This would be one of the times when his one-track mind irritated her, and she bit down hard to keep from spewing. Damn him. She turned and flipped the lid on the box closest to her. Had she even gone through this box? Never mind that, how could he not say something more appropriate? Idiot.
 
   “Stop it,” he said. With swift moves, he shoved the box away and mashed her with a lip lock that sent the familiar fire to her core. But no, he would not distract her from being mad, except his hand moved up her waist, his fingers gentle and soothing. His thumb settled at the curve of her breast and stroked and—yow—good stuff there. She inched closer, allowing a chip to form in that wall of anger between them. When he kissed her like this, he knew the power of it, how it affected her and every feminine inch of her adored that. 
 
   Still, he was an idiot. Her idiot. But she wanted him. She also wanted this feeling of floating away. No dognappings, no job loss, no crazy family. Just Frankie bringing calm and lightness to her life.
 
   He pulled back and looked her in the eyes. “I love you. I want you all the time. Don’t be pissed at me for it. It’s my way of telling you what you mean to me.”
 
   “But that was a big moment for me and you reduced it to something sexual.”
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   He meant it. The way he refused to look away, his eyes searching hers, told her so. She nodded. “No more talk about sex. We don’t have time. I have to get these last few boxes done, walk the dogs and get home so I can work on collars.”
 
   “Yes, boss.” He glanced around. “How many boxes are left?”
 
   Lucie smacked her hand over three boxes. “Just these.”
 
   “Got it.”
 
   And just like that, he settled in to go through dusty old boxes with her.
 
   “By the way, I talked to my sister about helping with collars. She’s in if you need extra help.”
 
   “Perfect. Another set of hands will help with the orders coming in. She can help with gluing the rhinestones. She’ll have to do it here though. She can bring Paulie with her if her husband isn’t around.”
 
   “Count on that.”
 
   His sister was another one Lucie didn’t understand. “Why does she stay married to him? He’s never home. What’s the point?”
 
   Frankie focused on the newsprint wrapped item in his hand. “No idea. It’s her life. If she wants to spend it married to that knucklehead, I’m not going to argue with her.”
 
   “She could have so much more.”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   And yet she chose to be married to someone in the life. A real leg-breaker. Such a waste.
 
   Lucie watched Frankie carefully unwrap the item that had probably been in this attic for thirty years. “Maybe that’s what your sister knows. Everyone around her is in the life or married to someone in it. You and I are the freaks. We went legitimate.”
 
   Frankie laughed. “You’re right. It’s you and me, babe. We’re stuck with each other.”
 
   “Pretty much. Who else could understand this craziness?”
 
   All this time she’d been fighting, wanting to get away from here, blaming Frankie for not wanting to move. She never once tried to understand his loyalty. Truth was, she’d probably never understand, but as her mother had said, as long as they were a team, maybe she didn’t need to. Tears bubbled behind her eyes and she turned to the box awaiting her attention.
 
   “Luce?”
 
   The softness in his rich voice, like liquid butter gliding over her, brought up a sob. She could never live without hearing that voice. At night, in the morning, when they made love and when he talked dirty. She had to have it.
 
   The sob broke free and she bent over the box and let the tears fall because she’d been such a fool. A fool that almost lost the one thing she’d always wanted.
 
   Fear and relief melded inside her and she hiccupped.
 
   Frankie set the small bowl he’d just unwrapped on the floor and pulled her from her bent position into a hug. “What is it?”
 
   The smell of his soap, some fancy stuff he bought at Neiman’s, drifted into her and she slipped her arms around him and squeezed. She had to tell him. He deserved it. “I’ve been asking you to move away. Moving wouldn’t solve it. We’d still be part of this. We can’t run from our families.”
 
   “Luce, it’s okay. We’re okay. You want things and you’re trying to figure out how to get them. I want things, too. There’s nothing wrong with that.”
 
   Finally, she pushed back, gripped his arms. “I’m not going to ask you to move anymore. If this is where you want to be, I’ll deal with it, but we need to set boundaries. I don’t want everyone up our butts all the time.”
 
   “I hear you.”
 
   “I don’t know where my life is going, but I know I don’t want to spend the rest of it being Lucie Rizzo, Mob Princess.”
 
   He shook his head. “You don’t have to.”
 
   “And I want us to be a team. I’m tired of fighting with you about making changes and not defending me to your parents. If you’re willing to set those boundaries and take my side once in a while, then I’m willing to stop bugging you about it.”
 
   “I don’t want to sell my house. I want to stay in Franklin. Are you good with that?”
 
   “Yes. As long as we separate ourselves from the chaos. That’s why I liked living downtown. I was able to be me and didn’t have to think about being Joe Rizzo’s daughter.”
 
   “Luce, you don’t have to live far away to do that. Build your own life and people will see you for what you are. You can be Lucie Rizzo, CEO, whose father happens to be Joe Rizzo.”
 
   She never thought of it that way. Again, he was right. She hated that.
 
   “Good point.”
 
   “Damn straight. And the way things are looking for Coco Barknell, maybe you’ll make me some big-time money.”
 
   Lucie grinned. “Now you’re talking.”
 
   “See. You don’t need to be an investment banker to become a billionaire. You can build a corporation. And I can be a kept man who travels from state to state watching baseball games.”
 
   She laughed. “You’re an idiot.”
 
   “You wouldn’t support me?”
 
   “Oh, I’d support you. As long as you do all the cooking, cleaning and laundry.”
 
   Frankie made a pffing noise and went back to his box. “I’m not doing that.”
 
   “Then you’d better get back to work.” She checked her watch. “We need to hurry with these last two boxes. I made us late with my emotional upheaval.”
 
   He shrugged. “We’ll get it done.”
 
   Yes. They would. That she knew for sure.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   While walking Otis, Aretha Franklin’s lovely pipes sounded and Lucie snatched her phone from her jacket pocket. A 312 number. Downtown.
 
   Who could this be? Cranky. That’s what she was. Really, she should have been happy because they’d finished the search of the attic and found nothing. Nada. Not one errant diamond.
 
   It should have been a good thing. Except it left them with another dead end.
 
   She picked up the call. “Hello?”
 
   “Lucie?” A man’s voice asked.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “This is Noel Ferguson at Westerner Bank.”
 
   The guy she had interviewed with. Holy smokes. She glanced at Frankie and shoved the leash at him. Probably a courtesy call to let her know they’d hired someone else. “Hello, Mr. Ferguson.”
 
   Frankie’s mouth slid into an O. He continued walking Otis while Lucie lagged behind.
 
   “I wanted to let you know we’ve been through the candidates and we’ve come to a decision.”
 
   Here it comes, the big kiss-off. “I see.”
 
   “If you’re still available, we’d like to offer you the job.”
 
   A job. She could move out of Franklin and get her life back.
 
   A choir of angels should have been singing. Unfortunately, all Lucie heard was the sound of Otis barking at a car and Frankie telling him to shut the hell up.
 
   She got the job. Just what she’d wanted. Back to being Lucia Rizzo, associate investment banker. Even if it meant seventy-five-hour workweeks.
 
   Something caught in her throat. She swallowed to relieve the pressure. After the last couple of weeks, a banking job sounded pretty darn good. A relief even.
 
   She stared down the block at Otis sniffing his favorite tree. He’d be there for at least five minutes. She knew this, because she and Otis had come to an agreement. She’d give him time at his favorite tree and then, somewhere in the next block, he’d poop for her.
 
   If she took a job, she’d have to give up Otis and Coco Barknell. Abandon her mother and Ro. Lucie’s chest seized. How could she do that to Mom and Ro?
 
   But a banking job? This is what she wanted.
 
   “Lucie?”
 
   She cleared her throat, tightened her grip on the phone. “Mr. Ferguson, thank you for the opportunity. Unfortunately—” Unfortunately? What was she doing? “I’ve had another opportunity come up and I’d like to pursue it.”
 
   “Oh.” His voice displayed shock. Or was it irritation?
 
   “I appreciate your offer,” she said. “I don’t want to accept the job if I’m not sure it’s what I want. That wouldn’t be fair to you.”
 
   “I see. I’m disappointed, but your honesty is admirable.”
 
   Honesty. Wasn’t that what she’d been craving all this time? For someone to recognize that in her? For someone to admire her rather than pass judgment?
 
   After exchanging goodbyes, Lucie shoved the phone in her pocket and slapped her hands over her face. Did she really decline a job that offered security, a steady paycheck and the opportunity to move out of Franklin?
 
   Yep. Sure did. God help her. Three weeks ago, she would never have done that. A bird flapped by her head and she straightened, took a breath of crisp morning air and settled herself. It was done now. No turning back.
 
   “Luce?” Frankie called from three houses down. “What’s up?”
 
   She trotted up to him. “I just turned down the banking job.”
 
   His head snapped back. “Seriously?”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “Are you okay?”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   He laughed. “Really? Because, I don’t believe you.”
 
   She kneeled in front of Otis, stuck her cheek in front of his snout and gratefully accepted a wet lick. After a second of the Otis love, she stood to face Frankie. “Here’s the thing, I don’t have that sick what-did-I-do feeling in my stomach. That tells me I wasn’t ready to give up on Coco Barknell.”
 
   “Good for you, Luce.”
 
   “I guess we’ll see.”
 
   Frankie handed her the leash. “Truthfully, I don’t think you even like banking. You set a goal and getting a job was more about reaching the goal. Did you ever think about that? About actually liking banking?”
 
   No, she hadn’t. Banking gave her credibility, at least she thought so. It had never occurred to her to waver from the plan. “I know I’m not terrified that I just turned down a job. That has to mean something, right?”
 
   He slid his arm around her. “I believe it does.”
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter Sixteen
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   After getting off work early, Frankie wandered over to Lucie’s having no idea what to expect. Lately, the Rizzo nuthouse had gotten nuttier. And it was impossible to ignore their kind of crazy.
 
   Lucie sat in her usual spot at the dining room table, her laptop open in front of her and various reports, fabric samples and other Coco-related items scattered about.
 
   “Hey,” he said.
 
   She stared at him with eyes as blank as a sheet of unused paper. Okay, then.
 
   “Oh. My. God.” She squeezed her head between her hands. “I am completely freaking out.”
 
   He laughed. He couldn’t help it. She looked…deranged, and somehow…cute as hell. “Why?”
 
   “They ordered five hundred coats.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “Ro took it upon herself to meet with a buyer from Frampton’s. I should kill her for that alone, but five hundred coats? How are we supposed to do that?”
 
   This information, just as Frankie was about to launch into one of his talk-her-off-the-ledge speeches, knocked him daffy. A major department store wanted Lucie’s products. “Luce, that’s fantastic.” He grabbed her hand, smothered it with kisses. “Damn, I’m proud of you.”
 
   She snatched her hand away. “Did you hear me? Five. Hundred. Coats. Not to mention the two hundred collars.”
 
   Even better. Coco Barknell had arrived. Frankie could understand Lucie’s turmoil, but this was awesome.
 
   “Stop smiling,” Lucie screamed.
 
   He rolled his lips under and she jabbed a stiff hand at her laptop. “I’ve been working on a production schedule and it’s impossible. We’ll never make it. What was I thinking, agreeing to this order?”
 
   “You were thinking it’s a great opportunity and you should jump on it.” He grabbed the spreadsheet she’d left on the table and perused it. “What have we got here?”
 
   Lucie flicked her finger at the underside of the page. “Cost estimates, production schedules, man hours. The whole works.”
 
   His girl, as usual, had everything organized. The numbers looked good. Totally doable. “You’ve got a start on what you need. Let’s work it out. You need more money? I can give you a bridge loan until Frampton’s pays you.”
 
   She shook that off. “What I really need is more time. I called the buyer after the meeting and talked her into delivery spread out over four weeks, but it’s still tight. We need to get them two hundred items in two weeks, then the remaining order over the following two weeks.”
 
   Frankie perused the report in his hand. “You have five seamstresses here.”
 
   “I figure we can get it done with five. They’ll have to work their butts off though.”
 
   He set the spreadsheet down, looked at poor Lucie and her tight-lipped God-save-me expression. “Your mom knows people, right?”
 
   “Yes. We’re hoping they’ll jump in.”
 
   Sounded like a plan. “And my sister said she’d help.”
 
   “I don’t know what to do about the dogs. I’ll have to get someone to cover for me; and how am I supposed to explain this whole dognapping thing?”
 
   Frankie shrugged. “Joey will do it.”
 
   And won’t he be stoked about that? Frankie picked up the spreadsheet again and pretended to read.
 
   Lucie gasped. “For a minimum of three weeks? He’ll kill me. And if he doesn’t, I’ll have to listen to him moaning and I’ll wish he had killed me.”
 
   He looked up from the spreadsheet and gave her his no-fail smile. “You’re cute.”
 
   That earned him a big, honking eye roll. So much for his no-fail smile.
 
   “Frankie, this Frampton’s thing adds pressure. We need to figure out who that diamond belongs to so we can all get on with our lives.”
 
   “I know. With the search of the attic being a bust, we’re hitting dead ends everywhere.”
 
   “Yeah. And Joey keeps telling me to check the walls for the diamonds, so I’ve been walking around banging on them. Next he’ll have us taking a hammer to my mother’s house.”
 
   “You’re not doing that. This house hasn’t been painted in a couple years. How in the hell would someone hide something in the walls without your mother noticing? And Joey will walk the dogs for you.”
 
   Lucie shook her head. “He won’t do it.”
 
   “All he cares about is someone seeing him picking up poop. Outside of that, he doesn’t care. Plus, I have a little something that’ll convince him.”
 
   Lucie leaned forward, a wicked gleam in her eye, which was a nice change from the psycho panic look.
 
   “What is it?” she asked.
 
   Frankie tossed the spreadsheet aside. “Nothing you need to know about. You’ll owe me big, though. I’ve been saving this chip a long time and I’m giving it up. For you.”
 
   Where Lucie was concerned, owing him always meant sex, a lot of it, in experimental positions. In his opinion, hardly anything to cringe about.
 
   She offered him a half grin. “If that’s what it takes. I’ll sacrifice my body.”
 
   He grabbed her, nuzzled her neck and hoped for different ways to distract her. He backed away, stared into her eyes and saw the spark of heat there. That spark crackled between them as she ran her hand up his forearm and his skin did that funky pulsing that always happened when she touched him. He’d kill himself if it ever went away.
 
   “You always come through for me,” she said.
 
   And that was saying something with the crew they ran with. Never mind. This moment was too good to let it slip into drama-filled crapola. “Just make sure you do a lot of stretching. If Joey agrees to this, you’ll need to be limber.”
 
   Her cheeks fired to the color of cherries. Probably thinking he was bad. But he was her bad. And the weeks they had spent apart before this dating thing happened had been torture.
 
   Together, their unbalanced world evened out. He understood her life and the chaos of her family. They were a team. A damn good one.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Frankie parked the car a block from the Lutz’s. Once again, Lucie thought, he got a great parking spot. Good news considering it was already ten o’clock and they needed to pick up the scooters and get moving. She might as well walk Otis while they were here. It would blow her schedule even more out of whack because Otis wasn’t supposed to be walked until eleven-thirty, but she needed to cut time. Another night with Frankie forced her to work on collars early this morning rather than last night, which of course threw off her morning.
 
   “Who’s first today?” Frankie asked.
 
   “Walking Otis now will save us a trip.”
 
   “Hopefully, we weren’t followed.”
 
   Lucie flapped her arms. “Thanks for putting that idea into my head.”
 
   “I’m just saying.”
 
   Arguing made no sense, considering he was right, but still, she didn’t need the reality check. She grunted.
 
   “Whatever, Luce. I’m not fighting with you.”
 
   “I’m not fighting with you either.”
 
   She opened the entry door, and Otis leapt at her with his tongue flying. He hit her hard enough to knock her off balance and she clutched the doorframe to keep from going over.
 
   The dog shot out the door. “No, Otis! Frankie, catch him.”
 
   He spun around, saw Otis on the move and grabbed his collar. “Got him.”
 
   Whew. The Frankie Factor struck again. Even dogs weren’t immune. Damn rambunctious dog. Lucie grabbed the leash and ran to clip it on her not-so-little client.
 
   “Bad boy, Otis.” He licked her hand. “Don’t try sucking up either. It won’t work.”
 
   A car came around the corner and Frankie turned toward it. Lucie glanced at the black Cadillac cruising at a slow speed.
 
   A niggling feeling zipped up her spine. Frankie watched the car amble down the street and turn at the next block.
 
   “Did you get a look at the driver?” he asked.
 
   “No. You?”
 
   “No. He turned his head when they got close. I didn’t recognize the guy in the passenger seat either.”
 
   Insanity. With the million cars in this city, they couldn’t get sidetracked worrying about which ones held dognappers. “I think we’re being paranoid. Lots of people drive Cadillacs in this neighborhood.”
 
   “It’s not paranoia. It’s caution.”
 
   “Fine.” Lucie planted her feet until Otis realized he wasn’t going anywhere and stopped tugging. “Let’s be cautious while we’re walking then. This is our chance to make up the time we lost earlier.”
 
   “You have your stun gun?”
 
   She patted her shoulder bag. “Yep.”
 
   “Keep it handy. I’ll be right back.”
 
   “Where are you going? We’re late.”
 
   But he was already running toward the back of the house. “Start walking if you have to. I’ll catch up. Fry anyone who comes near you.”
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Frankie hauled ass in a way that reminded him of trying to beat the throw to home plate. His heart pounded, his breath hitched and the euphoria pushed him to move faster. If only he didn’t have dress shoes on. He cut through the Lutzes’ backyard to the other block. With any luck, the Caddie would hook another right onto this street and he could get a look at the driver.
 
   Bursting through the neighbor’s yard, he cruised by the house and hit the sidewalk. The Caddie came around the corner. Yes! He ducked in front of a parked car and listened for the Caddie drawing closer.
 
   When he heard it a few feet away, wanting the element of surprise, he jumped up, drew the attention of the driver and stared right into the face of Neil the blockhead.
 
   Son of a bitch. He knew something was off about that car.
 
   Neil turned his head and pressed the gas, barreling down the one-way street.
 
   Lucie.
 
   Damn.
 
   Frankie charged back through the Lutzes’ yard, his muscles straining for more speed. He hit the driveway at a dead run and instinctively made a left. Lucie, being a creature of habit was halfway up the block.
 
   “Luce!”
 
   She spun toward him. Otis, seeing him in a full sprint, started howling and leaped. Lucie tugged on the leash with both hands to keep the dog from tearing her arm off. “What is it?”
 
   “Watch for the Caddie. It’s the blockhead.”
 
   Frankie caught up to her and ripped the leash from her hands. “Get your stun gun ready.” He looked at Otis. “Did you pee?”
 
   As if the dog would answer. He turned to Luce. “What’s his status?”
 
   “Peed. Didn’t poop, but he’s about to.”
 
   Frankie glanced down the street. No Caddie yet. It should have been there by now. Must have veered off. “Neil was driving the Caddie. He circled around to the other block and I saw him.” He pulled his cell phone from his jacket pocket. “I knew it.”
 
   “Who are you calling?”
 
   “Joey. He needs to get down here and help you while I ask my father what’s up with this guy.”
 
   They finished Otis’s walk, keeping close watch for Blockhead until they jumped on scooters and headed to Buddy’s house. Joey met them there and Frankie headed back to Franklin. He had two-and-a-half hours before work, so he made a quick call to his father.
 
   “I need to talk to you. In person. It’s important.”
 
   “Now?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Meet me at the house in an hour.”
 
   An hour. That left plenty of time for him to grab a cab to the Lutzes’ and head back home.
 
   Finally, a break in this dognapping mess. He would lay odds that Neil was behind this whole thing and the son of a bitch was going to fry. He’d make sure of it.
 
   How stupid could this guy be? Messing with Joe Rizzo’s daughter. He had to be a world-class schmuck.
 
   Well, schmucko, you are toast. Worse than toast. A crouton.
 
   Feeling smug, Frankie arrived at his parents’ house a few minutes early and used his key to let himself in. “Ma?”
 
   No answer. Must be out. He marched into the kitchen, threw his keys on the table and spotted the morning’s leftover coffee sitting in the pot. After touching a finger to the pot—still warm—he helped himself to the brew. Last thing he needed was caffeine in his already buzzing body, but it was there, and why should he waste his mother’s good coffee?
 
   The back door opened and his father came through wearing black pants with a crease so sharp it could have sliced iron. He wore a gray dress shirt, collar open, and his shoes were polished to a gleam as usual. His father never skimped on the details.
 
   “You okay?” Pop asked.
 
   All it took was that simple question and Frankie’s head exploded. No, he was not okay. He was exhausted and his father could get to the bottom of it with a few phone calls. “That effing blockhead. I think he’s behind these dognappings.”
 
   Pop scrunched his face. “What the hell are you talking about? Who’s a blockhead?”
 
   “Neil. The guy with the square head that I met at Petey’s. I knew he looked familiar, but I couldn’t figure it out. This morning, he cruised by Lucie and me when we were walking one of the dogs. You think that’s a coincidence?”
 
   “Hey.” His father held up his hands and took a step forward. “Settle down.”
 
   “Someone has been boosting these dogs to steal the collars and coats Lucie is making. And I think Neil is behind it. Why the hell else would he always show up where Lucie is when she’s walking the dogs?”
 
   His father’s face turned to steel. Finally. He was getting the point and maybe they’d find some answers.
 
   “Frankie, what are you doing? You can’t make an accusation like that. This guy Neil, he’s a good earner. You’re going to get him in a jackpot.”
 
   Frankie shook his head so hard it should have flown off his head. Of all the crazy things. When did his father develop dementia? Maybe it wasn’t dementia, maybe it was something else, but he was not connecting the dots.
 
   “Pop, listen to me. Please. I need you to look into this. I’ve seen that guy before. I’m not sure where, but I’ve seen him. The other day he wouldn’t look at me and he wouldn’t tell me his name. Why is that? He knows I’ve seen him somewhere he shouldn’t have been. And now, with him showing up at the Lutz’s this morning, it’s too convenient.”
 
   A whistling started in Frankie’s head, and his father’s face went from cold steel to piping red-hot. Thank you. He was finally getting it.
 
   “You’re out of your mind,” Pop shouted. Frankie’s head snapped back. Whoa. Never had he spoken to him this way. Beyond that, how could he not understand Neil was behind this? Or, was he trying to save himself because he’d lost control of a crew when Joe Rizzo put him in charge?
 
   “Me? I am begging you for help. Lucie is in trouble. She’s carrying pepper spray, a stun gun and who knows what else. She’s already zapped someone with that thing. Sooner or later, she’ll get hurt. Do you want that to happen? Can you live with knowing you could have helped and didn’t?”
 
   His father scrubbed his hands over his face. “How the hell did you get in the middle of this?”
 
   As if that mattered. “I love her. I’ll do whatever I need to for her. Including going to Joe.”
 
   There. He’d said it. Threatened to go over his father’s head.
 
   Pop’s eyes turned black. Hard. Frankie shoulders flew up. It had been years since they went at it and the dread assaulted him like bad booze.
 
   “Pop, all I’ve been asking for is help. If you can’t help me, I’ll find a way. Please, help me figure this out.”
 
   Mom came through the back door carrying a grocery bag. She glanced at Pop then her gaze shifted to Frankie, and her face split into a smile. “Frankie!” She set the bag on the counter, rushed over and pulled him into a hug. “What a nice surprise.”
 
   “Hi, Ma.” He hugged her, closed his eyes a minute and let her happiness settle him. No matter how old he got, he wanted his mother happy.
 
   “You should have told me you were coming. I’d have made you a nice lunch.”
 
   “It’s too early for lunch,” his father said.
 
   “Still. I could have done something.”
 
   “It’s okay, Ma. I can’t stay. I needed to talk to Pop and I think we’re done.” He turned to his father. “Are we done?”
 
   Hesitation hung heavy in the air, and Pop’s gaze bounced between his wife and Frankie.
 
   “Give me some time. I’ll talk to Neil.”
 
   Frankie nodded. “Thank you.” He could have gone on about how he appreciated it and he knew it was a lot to ask, but that was stupid. His father owed him this. He owed Joe Rizzo this.
 
   Frankie turned to his mother. “I owe you a dinner. How about Friday night? Just the two of us. We’ll go out somewhere.”
 
   “I’d love that.” She turned to his father. “Do you mind?”
 
   “No. Go have fun. You’re always saying you want more time with him.”
 
   Frankie checked his watch. “I have to go.” He kissed his mother’s cheek then turned to his father. “Let me know what you find out.”
 
   “Yeah, I’ll call you.”
 
   With that, he walked out. No shoulder pat. No handshake. No nothing. Frankie wondered if he knew his father at all.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Lucie pulled her helmet off, shook out her hair and spotted Frankie standing in front of Rizzo’s Beef waiting for them. He stepped over, wrapped his arms around her and nuzzled her neck.
 
   What a greeting. But something wasn’t right with him. His energy usually came in buckets, but now there was a heaviness she didn’t understand.
 
   “You okay?” she asked.
 
   “I’m good. Happy to see you. Everything quiet?”
 
   Joey swung his leg over the scooter seat and stretched his long arms. “We’ve gotta figure out this dognapping thing. The scooter is killing me. These bastards weren’t built for people my size.”
 
   She ignored the complaint and released Frankie. “What did your father say?”
 
   “He’s gonna talk to Neil. See what’s up.”
 
   “Listen,” Joey said, “this Neil, he’s dumb, but I don’t see him being subversive. He doesn’t have the guts to go against my father.”
 
   Frankie held his palms out. “My dad says he’s a good earner. Somehow he’s involved in this diamond thing.”
 
   Joey shrugged.
 
   “Why else was he riding around the block at the exact time Lucie was there?”
 
   Stepping closer, Joey glanced around at the pedestrians scattered along the sidewalk and, in a low voice said, “I didn’t say he wasn’t working for someone else. I’m saying he doesn’t have the cojones to do it himself. I wouldn’t be surprised if Mickey is behind this. He’s always resented my dad.”
 
   “Why?” Lucie asked. They both looked at her. They’d probably forgotten she was there. Joey and her father never talked business around her and this definitely fell under the business category.
 
   Joey remained silent.
 
   “No way,” Lucie said. “You are not clamming up now. You’re talking about something that involves me and I’m entitled to know.”
 
   Frankie and Joey exchanged a ‘we’re-stuck-humoring-her’ look.
 
   “Mickey wanted to be underboss. Dad gave it to Frankie’s dad after the other guy…uh...”
 
   “Lambed it?” she added. She wasn’t stupid; she paid attention to the news. Three years ago, the supposed underboss of the family took off for parts unknown to avoid a RICO conviction. The FBI continued to search for him, but he was doing a fine job of staying unfindable.
 
   “Yeah. Anyway, Mickey’s been pissed off about it.”
 
   “Enough to do this?” she asked.
 
   Joey shrugged. “Who knows? Maybe he hid the diamond in the house hoping the feds would find it.”
 
   Could be. Ro always said the guy was crazy. Rumor was he’d killed twenty-two people. Lucie didn’t want to mess with him.
 
   Or the statistic.
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Lucie walked through her mother’s back door and heard a male voice coming from the living room. She spun to Joey. “Were you expecting someone?”
 
   He cocked his head to listen. “No.”
 
   He pushed by her and right on his heels followed him into the living room, where their mother entertained none other than Detective O’Brien.
 
   An immediate sickness slammed into Lucie as she locked eyes with O’Brien. He stood to greet them, his smile fast and loose. A man merely stopping by for a chat.
 
   “Ms. Rizzo.”
 
   “Detective.” Lucie slid her gaze to her mother, who remained seated and completely unruffled. Maybe this wasn’t bad.
 
   “I wanted to check on you,” O’Brien said. “Make sure everything’s been quiet.”
 
   God, don’t let him spill the beans in front of Mom. To her left, Lucie was aware of her mother’s eyes on her. The woman, after years of being surrounded by law enforcement, knew this detective sitting in her living room might as well have been a neon sign signaling a problem. Lucie would have to fess up. Partially. She shifted to her mother. “I had a problem with one of the dogs. Detective O’Brien helped me.”
 
   “Un-huh,” her mother said, and the tension in the room swelled. With no other options, Lucie faced O’Brien. “This is my brother, Joey.”
 
   Joey nodded, but didn’t offer his hand. He hated cops.
 
   “Okay, then. Detective O’Brien and I will talk outside.”
 
   Once on the sidewalk, she spun to O’Brien. “I never told my mother about the dognappings. I didn’t want her to worry.”
 
   “I gathered that. I didn’t say anything. We’ve been making small talk for ten minutes.”
 
   Lucie snorted. “She didn’t offer you any cake?”
 
   “Actually, she did. I declined. She said she’d wrap a piece for me.”
 
   “That sounds like her. Is there an update on the case?”
 
   “No. Sorry. I was working another case on the South Side and figured I’d jump over here and check on you.”
 
   “You could have called.”
 
   One side of his mouth hitched up. “I could have.”
 
   She’d bet this man was a charmer when he wanted—or needed—to be. 
 
   A car horn beeped and Lucie turned to see Ro’s Escalade come to a stop in the middle of the road. She lowered the passenger window. “Who’s the hunk?”
 
   Welcome to Franklin, Detective. But O’Brien apparently liked being called a hunk by a beautiful woman because he cracked up.
 
   “I love this town.”
 
   “This is Detective O’Brien from the Chicago P.D.”
 
   “Oh.” The word came slowly.
 
   “I know,” Lucie said. “Hard to believe. He helped with the dogs and came to check on me.”
 
   A car pulled behind Ro and honked. She opened her window and stuck her head out. “Slap yourself!”
 
   Lucie grinned at O’Brien. “In case you were wondering, her husband is president of the town council.”
 
   With the honking driver sufficiently reprimanded, Ro spun back to them. “I need to go, but I have an idea for a coat. I’ll call you later.”
 
   Lucie waved as Ro sped off. “That was my best friend. As you can see, this town has its own set of rules. You either work with them or you get out.”
 
   “Which do you do?”
 
   “I’m straddling the line.”
 
   The front door opened and Joey stuck his head out. “You need anything?”
 
   Her brother wanted nothing more than to be rid of the detective. “I’m fine.”
 
   Joey threw the door closed and the thwack tensed Lucie’s shoulders. O’Brien shifted and Lucie saw his sidearm tucked under his jacket. Maybe she could borrow that? Whack her brother over the head with it?
 
   “I should go,” he said. “Let me know if you have any more problems.”
 
   “I will.”
 
   He headed for the battered Crown Vic at the curb.
 
   Between him and that nice Officer Lindstrom, Lucie was starting to like cops. Her father would have a heart attack. The front door opened again and, thinking it was Joey, Lucie whirled. Her mother. Darn. Lucie, you have some ‘splainin to do. She drew in a long breath and took the first step toward the house.
 
   “What’s going on?” Mom wanted to know.
 
   Lucie pushed by her. “Come inside and I’ll tell you.”
 
   After parking at the dining room table and giving her mother the diluted version of random dogjackings, Mom stayed silent, her eyes focused on Lucie. She didn’t look convinced. She’d known about the first one from the dinner with Frankie’s family, but Lucie had kept the others to herself.
 
   “Mom?”
 
   “That detective is the one working the case?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “And he thinks this is part of a show dog ring?”
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   After a long moment of staring at each other, Mom’s face hardened. Her mother worried, always, but this was something else. This stone exterior was anger that ran hot and deep and something inside Lucie’s head snapped.
 
   All this time she’d been avoiding telling her mother about the dognappings and diamond, but what if, by some insanity, her mother knew something? Could her mother somehow be involved in this? No. Couldn’t be.
 
   Lucie rubbed her fingers against her temples.
 
   She forced herself to look at her mother, the woman who had always been so supportive and consistent in all the ways that mattered. Then fear took hold and Lucie’s resolve collapsed. “Mom? Do you know something about this?”
 
   Please let her say no. Let her be the person I’ve always thought she was and not be involved in one of Dad’s harebrained schemes. The clock kerplunked on the hour and her mother shuddered from the sound. She cleared her throat and her eyes got a little droopy. Lucie’s heart slammed, the pressure expanding, more, more, more, until her chest got tight enough to blow apart.
 
   “I think so.”
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
  
 
   Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
   The pain in Lucie’s chest felt like an ax whacking at her. Her mother, the moral compass of the family, might be involved in this diamond mess.
 
   “You know about the dognappings?”
 
   Her mother gasped. “Absolutely not. I would never have allowed that.”
 
   Lucie slapped both hands over her face. I don’t understand. They had to start at the beginning. It was the only way. She pulled her hands away and focused on her mother’s eyes. “Did you know I found a diamond in my craft stuff?”
 
   Mom’s gaze held. “You used one?”
 
   Cripes. “I used it on a test coat, but disregarded it because it was too big. We’ve been assuming there’s more since the dognappings haven’t stopped. I guess, since you asked if I had used one, we were right.”
 
   Her mother nodded. Two and a half weeks of trying to outsmart dognappers and keep it from her mother and the woman knew all along. Worse, she’d allowed Lucie to be put in danger. How could she do this?
 
   “You have no idea what I’ve been through. Three of my dogs were kidnapped and two others had attempts made. Then there was the theft at Sammy’s and Frankie’s concussion.”
 
   Her mother flew out of her chair, ran to Lucie and threw her arms around her. “I didn’t know. If I’d known, I would have stopped it.”
 
   The agony in Lucie’s chest grew. “Please, tell me about the diamond. Frankie, Joey and I have been insane over this.”
 
   Pulling back, Mom drew a long breath and held it for a minute. “There are more. I don’t know how they got into your supplies. I spotted them a few weeks back when I brought laundry into your room.”
 
   “How did you know they were real?”
 
   Mom put her head down, cupped her hands over her eyes. “I’ve seen them before.”
 
   Oh, no.
 
   “Are they Dad’s?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Then whose?”
 
   A loud clomping sounded on the stairs and Joey swung around the banister wearing a fresh set of clothes. He combed his fingers through his damp hair. Must have showered.
 
   “That cop leave?” he asked.
 
   “He’s gone.” Then wondering if she should clue Joey in on this conversation, Lucie glanced at her mother, who inched her head back and forth. Lucie looked back at Joey. “Are you going out?”
 
   “Yeah. I’ll be back later.” He smacked a kiss on Mom’s cheek and left.
 
   “Thank you. I’m not ready for him yet.”
 
   “But you’re ready for me?”
 
   “I don’t have a choice. Not with the dogs being stolen and Frankie getting hurt. That’s gone too far.”
 
   This didn’t sound good. None of it. Lucie sat back, settled herself in for a ride she wasn’t sure she wanted. “Tell me.”
 
   Mom pressed her hands as if in prayer, holding them in front of a tight mouth. She closed her eyes, made a humming noise. “It’ll change everything. Maybe it’s selfish, but I want you to see me the way you always have.”
 
   And Lucie wanted to die. Maybe, just maybe, she’d idolized her mother to impossible standards.
 
   Mom held her head higher. “I like being the dependable parent.”
 
   “You think that will change?”
 
   She smiled in that pitiful way people did when they knew they’d reached an impasse. “I know it will.”
 
   A spool of navy thread sat on the table and Lucie reached for it, unwound and rewound it. She could leave right now and never know what her mother had done. Not knowing would probably be much easier.
 
   But that wasn’t Lucie’s way. She needed to analyze facts. She needed to absorb those facts. She needed to understand.
 
   “Mom, it can’t be any worse than what Dad has done.”
 
   Her mother nodded and slid her shoulders back. “The beginning goes back twenty years.”
 
   Twenty years. How could that be? “The diamonds have been here twenty years? How did the feds not find them when they searched the house?”
 
   “They weren’t here for twenty years. They must have been put here after your father was arrested.”
 
   “Do you know who put them here?”
 
   “I believe I do.”
 
   “And?”
 
   Mom closed her eyes again and the sight sent a stabbing pain up Lucie’s spine. This would be bad. “Mom, please.”
 
   “Al Falcone.” The words came in a rush, as if she hated the taste of them and needed to spit them out.
 
   Lucie sunk into her chair while a vision of Frankie’s face flashed in her mind. “That can’t be.” Tears filled her eyes.
 
   All this time Frankie had been going to his father, asking for help and his father was already involved? How? Why?
 
   “I don’t understand,” she said. “Are you holding the diamonds for him? Why didn’t he just ask you for them back rather than steal my dogs?”
 
   “He doesn’t know I have them. He obviously thinks you have them.”
 
   Frankie had told his father they had one diamond. Mr. Falcone must think she used the others and didn’t know it.
 
   My God. “Are they stolen?”
 
   “I believe so.”
 
   Lucie slammed both hands on the table. “Tell me the truth.”
 
   “Twenty years ago, your father and I went through a rough patch. He was gone all the time, doing who knew what. People started to gossip. I knew what he was, but I hated the snickering. I know you understand that.”
 
   “Absolutely.”
 
   “You and Joey were six and nine. You wanted your father to be like the other dads. The ones who went to parent-teacher conferences and school functions. Particularly, Joey. He needed his father. Plus, the two of you were fighting all the time and I was tired and lonely. I wanted some peace. I didn’t mean for it to happen, but one day a man started paying attention to me and, well, I liked it. He complimented me and wanted to spend time with me where my husband didn’t.”
 
   Oh, no.
 
   Mom’s shoulders collapsed. “Please don’t hate me.”
 
   “You cheated on Dad?” Holy smokes. That took a set of brass ones.
 
   “I’m certainly not proud of it, but yes, I had an affair. The guilt was horrible, but the love that man had for me was remarkable. It sustained me.”
 
   And suddenly, Lucie saw her mother through the haze. Somehow, she understood. She understood her father had not been easy to live with. She’d experienced it herself and couldn’t imagine being married to the man.
 
   She reached for Mom’s hand and squeezed. “I could never hate you. I love you. Who was the affair with?”
 
   “Bob Martin.”
 
   The only Bob Martin Lucie knew was the goofy guy who owned the meat store on Franklin Avenue. “Butcher Bob?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Her mom had done the nasty with a guy in a bloody apron. “Wow.”
 
   “It started out innocent enough. I’d go into the store and we’d get to talking. Before I knew it, we were having coffee and then…well…”
 
   Lucie held up a hand. “Got it. Skip the details.”
 
   “We used to meet at the motel off of Janes Avenue.”
 
   “Oh, Mom, not the love-thy-neighbor-here place.” What a cliché.
 
   “It was the only place we wouldn’t be seen. None of our friends would be caught dead in that place.”
 
   “For good reason.”
 
   “Anyway, somehow Al found out about us. I don’t know how. Bob certainly wouldn’t have told and I was too terrified of what your father would do. To this day, I don’t know how Al knew. He stopped by the house one afternoon during the summer. Your father was out and I was in the yard with you. Al told me he knew about Bob, and I was terrified he’d tell your father. I knew I was betraying your father, but I couldn’t help it. Bob had a normal life, wanted someone to live that normal life with him. I had your father and his carousing and the police knocking on my door at all hours.”
 
   Lucie took a second, let it all seep in. Every disgusting detail. Her father obviously didn’t know about this because Bob would most likely not be among the living. Or he’d be in a wheelchair.
 
   Which he was not.
 
   How many times had Lucie walked into that butcher shop and made small talk with the man who’d done a horizontal mambo with her mother?
 
   Mom let out a long breath. “Al told me he’d keep my secret, but I had to help him. He and your father weren’t close back then and I never saw the Falcones much.”
 
   “What did he ask you to do?”
 
   “I had to accept a package he’d send from England.”
 
   “England?”
 
   “You probably don’t remember, but the Falcones went on a family trip to London that summer.”
 
   “Did you ask him what the package would be?”
 
   “No. I didn’t care. All I wanted was to make sure my children grew up with their mother. At the very least, your father would have made sure I never saw you and Joey. I couldn’t live with that. At that moment, I knew I’d do whatever necessary to keep you.”
 
   “So, you accepted the package?”
 
   “Yes. It was a shoebox, but it had some weight to it. I wanted to see what was so important that he’d threaten me with it.”
 
   “You opened it?”
 
   Mom nodded. “Yes.”
 
   “Let me guess. The diamonds.”
 
   “The box was filled with jewels. I panicked. I don’t know what I expected to see, but it wasn’t that. I should have known better than to open that damned package. It’s haunted me for years. Anyway, I sealed the box and turned it over to Al. He asked me if I’d opened it and I said no. I lied.”
 
   “And that was the end of it? He took them out of the house?”
 
   “Yes. Until three weeks ago when I saw them sitting on your work table.”
 
   Lucie sat in a stunned state of hyper-analysis. Questions warped her mind. How did they get there? When did they get there? Why now? She mentally sorted the possibilities into manageable piles. That would be the only way to attack this. One element at a time. The diamonds had to be first.
 
   “We can assume the diamonds are stolen,” she said. “Do you know from where?”
 
   “No. Obviously England. I wasn’t supposed to know what was in the box. I never asked questions. Nor did I want answers. All I knew was my children were with me.”
 
   “I don’t understand why, after all these years, Frankie’s father hid the stones here? Could Dad be involved? Maybe Mr. Falcone was hoping the feds would find them and blame him?”
 
   Mom shook her head. “I doubt it. The FBI tore this house apart when your father was arrested. All the boxes in the attic had been overturned.”
 
   Lucie remembered it. The place looked like a war zone after a bombing.
 
   “I had to clean that mess. There were no diamonds. I think if the FBI had seen the stones they would have known they were real.”
 
   A valid point. “The stones had to have been put there after Dad was arrested. Mr. Falcone, for whatever reason, suddenly needs a safe place to hide the jewels. He has an emergency key for the house so he goes into the attic, comes across my craft stuff and hides the jewels there. I haul the box down and start creating my accessories and wind up using one of the diamonds. He must have flipped when Frankie told him about my trunk shows. He probably came looking for the jewels, but I’d already cleared out what was in the attic. Why wouldn’t he have just taken them from my room?”
 
   “I switched them with fakes. He probably came looking for the bag in your room, but only found what I’d put there.”
 
   “So you have the real ones?”
 
   “Yes. I took the real diamonds. I must have done it right after you used the one stone. I swear to you, Lucie, I didn’t know you’d used that stone. I never wanted you or Joey involved. You could be charged with a crime. I panicked. Then I got mad because that man still had power over me. I hid the real stones. For a change, I wanted him to panic. I wanted him to feel what I’ve been feeling. For once, in this crazy, misbegotten life, I’d have control.”
 
   Mom played tough, holding her head high.
 
   “You should have told me. I could have helped. Joey could have helped.”
 
   “I couldn’t take the chance on something happening to either of you. It was my problem.”
 
   “Yeah, but now it’s our problem and I need to figure a way out of it.”
 
   Which probably includes telling Frankie his father blackmailed my mother.
 
   ***
 
   After spending an hour in her room searching the internet for London jewelry heists, Lucie entered the Coco Barknell headquarters, a.k.a. the dining room, and found her mother hand stitching a black leather coat adorned with a faux fur collar.
 
   She cleared her throat as the pungent aroma of coffee smacked into her. Mom’s coffee made Mr. Atlas look weak. “Hi.”
 
   Mom set the coat down, smoothed it against the table, and then brought her gaze to Lucie. “Hi.”
 
   And there it was. The invisible barrier of a bag full of precious stones lodged between them.
 
   Heaven help her. Lucie wrapped her hand around the back of her usual chair, pulled it from under the table and sat.
 
   “Mom—”
 
   “Lucie—”
 
   She bit her bottom lip while Mom fiddled with a spool of inky black thread.
 
   Lucie held out her hand. “You first.”
 
   “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you about the stones. If I had known what you were going through, I would have told you.”
 
   Her mother had been the dependable parent for twenty-six years. Nothing would ever make Lucie believe otherwise. She reached across the expanse of the table. “I know.”
 
   Mom gripped her hand, nearly breaking her fingers. “Ow,” Lucie cracked and her mother snorted a laugh.
 
   Nothing like a little humor to lighten the tension.
 
   “You okay?”
 
   Not so much. No. “I don’t think so. I lost my job, was forced to move back home and now I’m dealing in stolen jewelry. I can handle the job loss and moving home. The stolen jewelry has me hugging the edge.”
 
   Check the penalties for unknowingly harboring stolen diamonds.
 
   Lucie couldn’t think about that. “Mom, I should be down at police headquarters trying to clear myself. I can’t do that though. Not with you being involved.”
 
   “All I wanted was to protect you and Joey.”
 
   “I know.” Telling her mother she was a fool would not help matters. Somewhere in her mother’s mind, she’d been able to justify helping Frankie’s father commit a crime. All to save herself and her children. Maybe Lucie would have done the same, she didn’t know.
 
   “Here’s what we’ll do,” Lucie said. “I just researched jewelry thefts. There was a big robbery at an English castle around the same time Frankie’s dad shipped you the package, but we need more information. Unfortunately, that’s going to require Frankie’s involvement.”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Sorry, Mom. He’s already involved and he’ll get suspicious if I suddenly shut him out. Plus, it’s his father. He has a right to know.”
 
   “Lucie, please, don’t tell Frankie about the affair. Please.”
 
   Did she have the right to let her mother’s secret out? Did it even matter anymore? Lucie jammed the heels of her hands into her gritty eyes. Her shoulders must have weighed a hundred pounds. She pulled her hands away. “I’ll do my best to keep the affair out of it, but hearing this about his father will be devastating. If it will help him to understand, I’ll tell him. He’s entitled.”
 
   Her mother nodded.
 
   “I need those stones, Mom.”
 
   “No.”
 
   Was that invisible barrier between them expanding? Had she ever argued with her mother? Really argued?
 
   Probably not.
 
   “I understand what you’re doing. Protecting us is who you are. But this time, there’s no way around me having those stones. Whoever is snatching my dogs thinks I have the diamonds. I can keep you and Joey out of it if they continue to think that.”
 
   Manipulating her mother’s emotions might be the crummiest thing Lucie had ever done.
 
   Call it collateral damage. Joey was already on the government’s radar, and any hint of a jewelry heist would intensify that interest. Her mother would sooner drop in front of a bus than have one of her children be accused of a crime they didn’t commit.
 
   Four, three, two, one…
 
   “Fine. I’ll tell you where they are, but if you want them, I’ll get them for you.”
 
   One thing was obvious. They weren’t in the house.
 
   “Where are they?”
 
   “At the bank. Aunt Tillie’s safe deposit box. I didn’t know where else to put them.”
 
   The bank. Lucie hesitated, let the idea sink in. She and her mother had both hidden diamonds in safe deposit boxes. Great minds? Possibly. At least the dognappers couldn’t get to them. Not unless they robbed the bank. Even if that happened, they’d need the box keys. Well, they could break into the house, trash the place, find the keys and then rob the bank.
 
   Wow. What was up with Lucie’s imagination?
 
   She shook it off. “At least I know where they are. We can work with that.”
 
   For now.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Dead tired from her mother’s recent revelations, Lucie walked through Frankie’s front door prepared to tell him about a castle in England. A banner day all around.
 
   She found him at the kitchen table reading the newspaper. He wore a stark white undershirt, his favorite blue basketball shorts and his coffee brown hair zigzagged into a wonderful mess.
 
   “You okay?” she asked.
 
   “Yeah, I had a headache. Came home early and napped. What’s up?”
 
   He shifted sideways to face her and Lucie took a moment to savor the crazy hair, the sleepy eyes, the crease from the sheet running down his left cheek. The simplicity of it calmed her, but now it was time to break his heart.
 
   “We need to talk.”
 
   He blew air through his lips. “That’s never a good sign.”
 
   She slid into the chair next to him. A good way to do this didn’t exist. She dug her fingers into her forehead until the pressure penetrated her skull. 
 
   “Luce?” Frankie pointed at the sheet of paper in her hand. “What do you have there?”
 
   “An article I found on the web.”
 
   “About?”
 
   “A jewelry heist in London.”
 
   “O-kay.”
 
   He held his hand out and Lucie contemplated crumpling the page, forgetting the whole thing and finding another way. This piece of paper might as well be a guillotine slicing through their relationship. The world’s largest paper cut.
 
   Too late. She could see Frankie gliding his shoulders into the ready position.
 
   “Let me have it,” he said.
 
   He had no idea what she was holding and the stillness saturated the space between them. Forget the whole thing. And yet, she couldn’t. Even if Frankie would never know, she would.
 
   And that was enough to destroy them.
 
   She handed him the article. When he began to read, she went in search of the photo taped to his bedroom mirror. By the time she returned, he had finished skimming the article and she set the photo on the table. His eyes flicked to it before looking up at her.
 
   “And what?”
 
   She gestured to the photo. The one of Frankie and his family standing in front of a church in London. The day before the castle was robbed. “Did you see the date on the photo?”
 
   “No, Luce. Just because you pull a story off the web doesn’t mean my father had something to do with it. That’s crazy. He loves you. He loves your father.”
 
   Not enough.
 
   “You think this is a coincidence?”
 
   He stared at her. She stared back. Finally, he flicked his finger against the page. “This article says two men on a tour of the castle hung back from the group and when they were alone in the gallery, they overpowered the guard and escaped with three million dollars’ worth of stones.”
 
   “Yes. I researched other similar thefts. At the time, inadequate security made this common with privately owned castles that were turned into museums. Realistically, any average person with enough nerve could have pulled this off.”
 
   “Meaning it would have been easy for my father, with his vast criminal background, to do.”
 
   Deep breath. “I’m telling you what I know.” She jabbed at the article. “This is what I know. I came here to share it with you so we could get to the bottom of it.”
 
   “You have one diamond. We can’t find the rest. You think my dad snuck into your father’s house, hid one diamond and not the rest?” He laughed, but the sarcasm of it could be felt in the next state. “He’s not that stupid. Even if he was, where are the rest of the stones?”
 
   “My mother has them.”
 
   Frankie shot from his chair, sent it flying backward against the cabinets and Lucie flinched.
 
   “How the hell did she get them? Is she telling you they’re my father’s?”
 
   “She found them in my craft stuff and, not knowing that I had used one, switched them with fakes. She didn’t want me to get caught with them.”
 
   Frankie crossed his arms. “She admitted this to you? Out of nowhere?”
 
   “Of course not. O’Brien stopped by the house to give me an update and my mother figured something was wrong. I had to tell her about the dognappings. I could tell by her reaction she knew something.”
 
   “And?”
 
   “And she told me she had the real ones.”
 
   “Where did they come from?”
 
   She pressed her lips tight.
 
   “Come on, Luce. How does she know they’re his?”
 
   “I can’t say.”
 
   Apparently, that answer wasn’t flying. Frankie slammed his hands on the table and sent the leftover pop in his glass splattering. His hands stayed connected to the table, and he flexed and unflexed his fingers.
 
   Moving slowly, she placed her hand over his. “I’m sorry. I knew this would be hard.”
 
   He stayed silent, his head drooping toward the table. Clearly, he wanted to fight the realization that his father had done this, but he didn’t know where to begin.
 
   After a moment of blazing silence, he looked at her with stormy eyes and she understood, down deep, she understood the rage brewing inside him.
 
   Their fathers had disappointed them in horrible ways.
 
   “I don’t understand how your mother knows my father did this.”
 
   This wasn’t fair to Frankie. He was a journalist. He liked facts—and these facts concerned his family. “My mom said your father asked her to accept a package he would ship from England, and she did. When she opened the package and saw the stones, she got scared. She sealed the box and never told him she had looked.”
 
   “And your mother didn’t tell your father about this package?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “I can’t say.”
 
   He dropped his head and let out a huff.
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   “For what, Luce? For not trusting me enough to tell me what you’re holding back? Or for accusing my father of lying to me when I asked for his help with the dognappings?”
 
   “I’m sorry for all of it. I didn’t know what else to do, so I came here, hoping we could put our heads together.”
 
   Frankie straightened, closed his eyes and his mouth started to move. Talking to himself. He held up a finger. “Let’s back up.”
 
   “Fine.”
 
   “Even if my father did this—and that’s a big if—why would your mother be involved?”
 
   A reasonable question that he had a right to have answered. The life now pitted her mother against Frankie’s father and, with Frankie’s ironclad loyalty, Lucie didn’t foresee a good outcome. Twenty years’ worth of deception had landed between them. Someone around here needed to be honest.
 
   “Twenty years ago my mother had an affair.”
 
   Frankie’s head snapped back. “No way. Saint Theresa?”
 
   “Yes. With Butcher Bob.”
 
   He burst out laughing. “Butcher Bob? You’re kidding?”
 
   “No. She told me. That’s what started this whole thing. Somehow your dad found out.” Lucie hesitated, put herself in Frankie’s place and tried to imagine hearing about her parent’s filthy blackmail scheme. 
 
   My God. She couldn’t get away from the people in this life. How did their bad decisions constantly bring her to a dark place? For years she’d been trying to run, and somehow, she always wound up being reduced to Lucie Rizzo, Mob Princess.
 
   And Frankie never understood her aversion to it. Maybe now he might.
 
   The air in Lucie’s body evaporated. She slapped a hand to her chest to get something, anything, moving.
 
   Then, for some reason, her mind flashed to her missing spreadsheet. Frankie’s father was probably the one who took it. Obviously, he’d used his key to enter the house and hid the bag of stones there. What was to stop him from coming back and grabbing her spreadsheet?
 
   Bastard. The stolen dogs, the Sammy Spaniel robbery, Frankie’s concussion. His own son. The man was a monster.
 
   Boiling hatred of the life spewed inside her and burned every inch. These damned twisted people. “Your father put this whole dognapping mess in motion.”
 
   Frankie, trying to maintain his go-to-guy persona, folded his arms and leaned against the veneer cabinets they’d repainted together. He’d picked a chocolate brown because he thought it was manly. Manly. Thinking back on it, maybe she should have taken that as a sign she’d never live here with him.
 
   On top of those manly cabinets, they now had stolen diamonds and the fact that his father had put her family in harm’s way. The legal implications of harboring stolen property aside, how could she get beyond it all? How would she ever again be able to share a meal with the man knowing what he’d done?
 
   And suddenly, the pressure in her chest erupted. Her heart was literally coming apart and the sharpness of the pain cut into her, forcing a low moan in her throat. She loved Frankie and now it was done. Over. The decision finally made because his father could only think of himself, and not about his son or the people his son loved.
 
   “Hey.” Frankie snapped his fingers in front of her. “You okay?”
 
   No. She wasn’t okay. She and Frankie could battle a lot of things, but this one? No chance.
 
   She glanced up, saw the concern in his eyes and realized that once again he had become wedged between her and his family. She wouldn’t ask him to choose. She loved him too much for that. Besides, even if he chose her, she’d have to live with the idea that his father had done this to her. Their children would never know their grandpa because she would refuse to let him be part of their lives.
 
   No win. Not even close. She would have to deal with this alone, because telling anyone what Frankie’s father had done would only cause more hardship. Her father was absolutely out. Who knew what he would do? Particularly about his wife’s affair.
 
   Then there was Joey. He’d go insane, and she couldn’t risk the type of violence that might employ. Not with Frankie caught in the crossfire.
 
   The complications ran deep and left a hollow cavity where Lucie’s stomach should have been. She fisted her hands and her nails bit into the soft flesh of her palms. The prickling brought tears to her eyes. She blinked. Once, twice, three times. Still the tears. Dammit.
 
   Then she was in Frankie’s arms, sobbing against his chest, her heaving gasps tearing through her, leaving the emotional ruin of her life in a sloppy heap. Finally, the release. “How can this be happening?”
 
   “I’m so sorry,” he said over and over again.
 
   She knew it was true. Frankie didn’t apologize unless he meant it. And really, it wasn’t for him to apologize. He wasn’t the one who had literally left her holding the bag.
 
   And yet, here they were, and she had nothing to say. It was all too muddled. She had to think.
 
   In one giant step, she backed away and swiped her palms across her eyes to blot the tears. More fell. She hated it. Hated the weakness. “I have to go.”
 
   “Luce—”
 
   She put up a hand. “I’m sorry I ever involved you in this. I have to figure out what to do.”
 
   He grabbed her before she could scoot out. “Luce, wait. We will figure it out. I promise you.”
 
   No. They wouldn’t. She turned back to him, looked into those dark eyes that had always been part of her life, the lean, angular face that had captured her heart at fourteen and then again at twenty-three. So many years together, first as friends, then as lovers. Now it was over. She’d never be able to look at him and not think about what his father had done. Frankie’s loyalty would drive him to find a way to make peace, but in the end, that loyalty would keep him from completely taking her side. And they’d be back to the same old issues.
 
   She squeezed his hand. “I love you, but I need to do this alone.”
 
   “Luce,” he said, his voice more determined. “It’s a shock, no doubt, but we’ll get through it. Don’t throw everything away.”
 
   Silly her, but she wasn’t the one throwing it away. The crazy people in their lives did that. No, this way of life would never fit. Enough was enough.
 
   If she wouldn’t make Frankie choose, she had to. She slid her hand from his.
 
   “I can’t do this anymore.”
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter Eighteen
 
    
 
   “Dammit!” Frankie roared, the pressure behind his eyes so fierce he pushed his fingers into them and miraculously found no blood seeping through.
 
   Lucie had just walked out of his house—probably his life—and he wasn’t even sure he understood why.
 
   He stuck his bare feet into running shoes and ran the three blocks to Petey’s.
 
   “Ho!” Jimmy said when Frankie stormed through the door. “You’re a mess, kid.”
 
   Ignoring the comment, Frankie, hands on hips and his breath coming in bursts from the sprint, turned to his father. “I need to talk to you. Outside.”
 
   Pop stood, motioned Frankie to the door and followed him to the sidewalk. Not wanting to risk being overheard by any listening devices planted outside Petey’s, Frankie turned left and they strode in silence for a solid block.
 
   Their steps chewed away at the cracked concrete as cars ambled by. Feeling secure that they’d walked far enough, he stopped.
 
   “Straight out. Did you plant stolen diamonds in Joe Rizzo’s house?”
 
   As expected, his father’s face, lit from a street lamp under a darkening sky, remained impassive. Nothing. Frankie waited. One of them would have to give in. Dad stood on the sidewalk, completely at ease after Frankie had just accused him of being a thief.
 
   “What, Frankie?”
 
   Bingo. Evasive action. A non-answer to a simple yes or no question. Suddenly, the frustration and exhaustion from the past weeks curled inside him, shifted to a slithering rage that consumed him. His father had lied.
 
   “All these dognappings. You putting me off when I asked for information. It’s making sense now. Guess what? Theresa found those stones and hid them.”
 
   His father held up his hands. “Whoa.”
 
   Whoa nothing. Frankie was beyond that. “You stole those stones and hid them in Joe’s house. In Joe’s house!”
 
   His father held his arms out in a, who-me? gesture. “Frankie.”
 
   Frankie stepped back. He had to. Never in his life had he thought about putting hands on his father. Never. But the fury inside scrambled his brain and thoughts of pounding on the man railed at him.
 
   He bit down hard, sucked the cold evening air through his nose and closed his eyes. “Tell me what you did.”
 
   “Hang on.”
 
   He opened his eyes. “No. Tell me. Because from where I’m standing, it looks like you lied to me when I asked you for help. Worse, you put Lucie in danger.”
 
   Silence stretched between them and the relationship Frankie thought he had with his father began to crumble. Frankie waited. His father finally shook his head and looked at the sidewalk.
 
   “There’s no way around it,” Frankie said. “Not if you don’t want me taking a bag of jewels to the cops.”
 
   That got his father’s attention. He looked up, his eyes burning into Frankie’s. “You’d do that? To your own father?”
 
   “If you brought this mess to Lucie, yes, I’d do it.”
 
   His father stayed quiet for one, two, three seconds. “I hid them there.”
 
   The whooshing of cars on the street, the awning of the hardware store flapping overhead, a bus horn, all amplified inside Frankie’s head and he pressed his fingers against the throb. As sure as he had been that his father was guilty, he wanted him to deny it. Wanted him to explain this insanity.
 
   “You robbed that castle twenty years ago? You’ve been hiding those stones ever since?”
 
   “Frankie—”
 
   “Answer me.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “You and who else? The article Lucie found said it was two men.”
 
   “The guy you asked me about? Neil? I did it with his father. His father died last year, told Neil where his share was.”
 
   “Does Joe know?”
 
   His father snorted. “No. It was a side job. Neil’s father came to me with the idea. The castle had just been turned into a museum and didn’t have good security. We jumped on it and split the stash.”
 
   A fierce thought slammed into Frankie. “When we were there, in London, you had me hold a box closed while you taped it. You told me they were souvenirs you were sending home. Did you have me help you pack those diamonds? Your nine-year-old son?”
 
   No answer. He’d take that as a yes. His father had made him an accomplice. At least in Frankie’s opinion.
 
   Frankie folded his arms as the last of his adrenaline rush faded and the cold air blasted his bare arms and legs. Forgot a jacket. “You robbed the place, blackmailed Theresa, then twenty years later used a house key Joe trusted you with to hide the stuff?”
 
   Silence.
 
   “When did you hide diamonds?”
 
   “After Joe got locked up, I figured the feds would come after me next and since they’d already searched Joe’s house, I thought my share was safe there. All I needed was to hang on to the stones for a while longer. I’ve been holding them, letting time pass so when I fenced them no one would remember the heist. The cash from those jewels would be a nest egg for your mother and me.”
 
   “Don’t think you’ll play me by bringing Ma into this.”
 
   “Just give me the bag and I’ll put it somewhere else.”
 
   Frankie spurted a laugh. Classic. “What am I supposed to tell Lucie?” He held his hands out and in a singsong voice said, “Gee, honey, this has been a whole misunderstanding. My father broke into your house, hid the stuff, terrorized you and now I need the bag. Oh, and don’t tell your father.”
 
   “How much does she know?”
 
   “About your involvement?”
 
   His father nodded.
 
   “All of it. Theresa told her when a detective working the dognappings came knocking on their door. You didn’t count on Theresa finding the diamonds and holding out on you. She’s had them the whole damned time. Lucie used one stone on a test coat. She never even sold it. Theresa found the rest and swapped them with fakes.”
 
   His father poked a finger at him. “Talk to Theresa. Get the bag and tell her you’ll take care of it. Leave Lucie out of it.”
 
   As if. And that quickly, he understood Lucie’s aversion to this life. Maybe Frankie had been walking around with blinders on, but he’d been happy not knowing. This kind of betrayal though, how could he ignore it?
 
   “I can’t get my head around this. You ordered Neil to kidnap those dogs? To steal from Lucie’s clients?”
 
   “I didn’t have a choice. You told me she was selling the accessories. I went back to the house and the jewels were gone. I had to make sure she wasn’t selling them.”
 
   Frankie’s vision blurred. He tapped his fingers against his thigh. “I told you she wasn’t selling them.”
 
   “Hey, you said you found one stone. I figured she sold the rest and didn’t know it. I couldn’t take a chance.”
 
   “How’d you get her client list?”
 
   “When I was looking for the stones I saw the report on her desk.”
 
   He bent at the waist to keep from pulverizing his own father. Sickening. All of it. This is what loyalty got him. Despite what his father did for a living, Frankie had trusted him to take care of loved ones. Instead, he’d walked all over them. Including Frankie.
 
   “You were going to keep at it until you got everything back?”
 
   “Unless we came up with another idea.”
 
   Frankie turned toward the street, stared across at the three-story building fading into darkness and wondered what the hell he’d say to Lucie. She had already figured it out, but he hadn’t wanted to believe her. Now he had his father’s admission.
 
   And what about Joey? He would have to know. Frankie’s chest caved in. All these people knowing upped the risk of Joe finding out, and he would demand some sort of retribution. This ridiculous scheme could put an end to Frankie’s fathers’ life. He turned back. “Where’s Neil in this?”
 
   “He’s helping me get my stuff back. He’s got his father’s end and could go to prison for it.”
 
   “Tell him to back off Lucie’s dogs. She never used any of those stones on her accessories.” The irony of it finally hit him and he let out a sarcastic laugh. They were stealing dogs for no reason. “I can’t believe you did this.”
 
   “How the hell was I supposed to know Lucie would lose her job and start making dog accessories? At the time, it was golden.”
 
   “Yeah,” Frankie said. “At the time. Now it’s a mess. And Lucie is in the middle of it.”
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Lucie knew Joey had returned home. She knew this because he made sure to stomp his ginormous feet when he came in. To give it a little oomph, he slammed the back door hard enough to rattle the windows. And she heard all this from her bedroom.
 
   For the love of God. The events of the day had already sucked every ounce of energy from her. Facing Joey couldn’t possibly trigger further damage. She closed her laptop and headed downstairs for a cup of tea.
 
   By the time she got to the base of the stairs, he was in the living room.
 
   “You look like hell,” he said.
 
   Forget the tea. She so didn’t have the energy for this. “Thanks so much.” She turned back toward the stairs and the quiet of her room, where she could decide how to get her family out of this without hurting Frankie.
 
   But then Joey’s hand clamped on her shoulder and he spun her around. “What’s wrong with you?”
 
   Ha! That question would take waayyyy too long to answer. Lucie stared into his eyes and hoped he wouldn’t make some sarcastic comment that would cause a fight. With Frankie not here to mediate, it would be a bloodbath.
 
   Without warning, the realization of living without Frankie slammed into her and the pressure behind her eyes built. No. She couldn’t cry anymore.
 
   “Whoa,” Joey said. “What is wrong with you?”
 
   “Back off!”
 
   “Screw you. I’ve been busting my butt helping you.”
 
   To hell with him. The tormenting tension coiled and her brain went silent for a minute. She went up one step so she’d be eye to eye with Joey. Maybe blasting him would relieve some of the pressure. “I’ve thanked you a hundred times. What do you want from me?”
 
   His head snapped back an inch and she felt her temper slowly unwinding. “You’re not the one who lost a coveted banking job. You’re not the one who has had dogs stolen. You’re not the one holding stolen jewelry. Oh, and by the way, you flaming jerk, Frankie and I are done. Caput.”
 
   Joey folded his arms. “You two break up constantly. And you don’t know that diamond is stolen.”
 
   The hell she didn’t. She mirrored his stance. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”
 
   Lucie blinked a couple of times, but didn’t say anything.
 
   “If there’s something else, you’d better tell me.”
 
   With his hot head, he’d be the last person she’d tell. She spun away from him “Go away, Joey.”
 
   “Yeah, sure, great. No problem. What do I need you for? I’ll run down to Petey’s and ask Frankie’s father what that blockhead has to do with a diamond being in our attic.”
 
   “No!” Lucie tore down the steps and followed him into the dining room. Joey stopped short and she plowed into his back. Her gaze shifted to the pile of fabric on the table waiting for her attention. Coco Barknell. The start of this whole thing. A bitter taste flooded her mouth.
 
   “Son of a bitch,” Joey said. And then, with tiny movements, he turned to her, his body moving ever so slowly while the gears in his brain clicked into place. He set her with an icy stare. “Frankie has talked to his dad all along. What aren’t you telling me? What does Al Falcone know about this? And is it going to piss me off?”
 
   The last morsel of Lucie’s energy fluttered away and she dropped her shoulders. What a mess. Joey was the last person she wanted involved in this. He was too high-strung, too ready for battle, but from his bullying stance, she knew he wouldn’t give up. With him already suspicious, he’d create more chaos.
 
   “Three seconds,” Joey said, “and I’m going to Petey’s.”
 
   Dammit.
 
   “One…two…”
 
   Lacking a white flag, she waved her arms in front of her face. “Stop it. Please. Give me a minute.”
 
   Maybe two. Or maybe two thousand. Not that it would ever be enough. She pulled one of the dining chairs and dropped into it before looking up at him. “Promise me you won’t freak out.”
 
   “Yeah. Good luck.”
 
   Figures. She shifted from him, fiddled with a piece of fabric and wondered at the sudden calm inside her. Had she given up? Or did the fight just not seem worth it? Drawing a breath, she set the fabric down, smoothed it flat and turned back to her overbearing brother. In Frankie’s absence, she’d have to do this.
 
   “I’m going to tell you what I know. You are not going to lose it. If you do, we’ll all get hurt. Including Mom. If that’s what you want, go ahead…blow your stack. But I believe you’re a better man than that.” She flopped both hands out. “It’s up to you.”
 
   ***
 
   Ten minutes later, Joey stalked the living room, his yelling bouncing off the walls while Lucie sat in her chair watching the tirade. And she’d conveniently left out the part about Mom’s affair. Sooner or later, he would question why their mother felt inclined to accept a package from Mr. Falcone, but for now, he was too busy storming about the diamonds being hidden in their house.
 
   The back door opened and Lucie spun to see Frankie, still wearing his shorts and T-shirt—he must be freezing—step into the kitchen. She launched herself out of the chair before Joey spotted him. Who knew what would happen with this absurd level of tension.
 
   Frankie looked at her with those deep brown eyes that reached inside her and the temporarily dormant ache in her chest suddenly pummeled her.
 
   “I guess you told him.”
 
   She waved a hand in the direction of the screaming. “He was threatening to ask around. You should probably go until he calms down. He’s not mad at you, of course. But the situation is…awkward.”
 
   “Awkward?”
 
   “Look who’s here,” Joey hollered when he caught sight of Frankie.
 
   Frankie glanced over Lucie’s shoulder. “Stop acting like a moron and we’ll talk. If you can’t do that, screw yourself.”
 
   Bam! Joey shut up. Gotta love that Frankie. He had a way with people.
 
   “You go screw yourself,” Joey said, his big feet eating up the space between them.
 
   With her hands on her brother’s chest, Lucie gave a push. “Knock it off. No one here is to blame. Let’s sit down and talk. I’ll make some coffee.”
 
   As much as it shredded her emotionally, she needed Frankie right now. If nothing else, he always brought order. The fact that she’d spent the afternoon bawling was an obvious indication of her need for help.
 
   Her brother headed back into the dining room.
 
   Frankie squeezed her arm, but she didn’t want him touching her. His touch reminded her of too many nights spent together. If she had to move on, she couldn’t be thinking of those things. She patted his hand and slid from his grasp. His hand remained suspended in midair. Their eyes met for a second and she saw the sting of rejection fill his eyes.
 
   Yes. They had both been gutted.
 
   “We’ll talk later,” Frankie said, clearly not willing to give up on them. “Let’s work on the problem with the stones.”
 
   “Excellent idea,” Joey fired.
 
   “Shut up,” Lucie and Frankie yelled.
 
   But Frankie wasn’t done. He walked into the dining room, Lucie tight on his heels, ready to bust up a brawl. He pointed to a chair. “Joey, sit and be quiet for five minutes.”
 
   The two of them did that stare down thing men did until Joey, probably exhausted from his tantrum, sat.
 
   “Luce,” Frankie said. “I’ll help you with the coffee.” He held a hand for her to go first and then followed. “You okay?”
 
   She grabbed the coffee pot and held it under the faucet. “I’ll live.”
 
   “Good.” He jerked his chin toward the dining room and leaned in close enough that his breath brushed her cheek. Could he not step back? “We need to keep Joey focused.”
 
   “Always a challenge.” The metal coffee canister sat on the counter and she doled out a few scoops then flipped the switch on the pot. “But if he can stay on course, he’ll be able to help me. And I need help. I mean, it’s not like I can go to the police. I have a vision of my mother’s mug shot and it’s not amusing.”
 
   “Nobody is going to jail. Where’s your mom?”
 
   “Bingo night at church.”
 
   “That’s good at least.”
 
   “This is ironic,” Lucie said. “The one time I want my father’s help and there’s no way to communicate without the authorities listening.”
 
   “Yeah. And my father is definitely out.”
 
   Propping a hip against the counter, she sighed. “Wouldn’t it be nice if we could return the stones? Just take those suckers back?”
 
   Frankie rolled his eyes. Lucie puckered her lips. Was that a joke? She wasn’t sure. The thought had to have come from somewhere, right? And considering she was a firm believer in the universe sending messages, maybe this was a message.
 
   Why couldn’t they simply return the stolen jewels?
 
   Frankie, seeing her hesitation, grunted. “You can’t be serious.”
 
   Boosting away from the counter, Lucie went back to the dining room where Joey sat like a bad boy in time-out. “What if we returned the stones to the castle they were taken from?”
 
   “Come on, Luce,” Frankie said from behind her. “How are we gonna do that? We can’t walk in there and drop them off.”
 
   Lucie angled into the chair across from her brother. “Of course not. We’d have to come up with something. All I know is that it would get stolen property out of our possession.”
 
   This felt foreign to her. Lucie had always been the rule follower in the family, never taking chances or disobeying superiors. She was the good girl. And yet, here she was, trying to figure a way to unload a million dollars’ worth of stolen jewelry. Not to mention the stash Neil had. Somehow, this wound up in her lap to fix.
 
   And she’d do it. If only to save her mother from hardship.
 
   Assuming Frankie would fight her, Lucie turned to Joey. There was nothing he loved more than conflict. “What do you think?”
 
   He shrugged his big shoulders. “It’s nuttier than a fruitcake, but why not?”
 
   Pay dirt.
 
   “What?” Frankie hollered.
 
   “You got a better idea?” Joey showed an amazing amount of restraint.
 
   “Why don’t we just ditch them somewhere and let the cops figure out where they came from?”
 
   “No,” Lucie said. “I want to return them to the owners. That’s the right thing to do.”
 
   The more she pondered this idea, the better it sounded. “Frankie, I know it sounds impossible, but why couldn’t we go to London and just check it out? See the layout of the place. Maybe we could wear disguises or something. I saw a post on the website about a charity function in a few days. That gives us all day tomorrow to get there and, if we have time, we could check the place out. We can buy tickets for the event and one of us could sneak off and leave the bag where the family would find it. Then we walk out and disappear.”
 
   Joey nodded. “It has possibilities.”
 
   He probably just wanted to be rebellious, but what did she care as long as he agreed with her?
 
   “Assuming I would even agree to this crazy idea, that only takes care of my father’s end. What about Neil? He has the other half of the stash.” He turned to Lucie. “You gonna go after Neil next?”
 
   With Neil being so intimately involved in terrorizing the dogs, that wasn’t a bad idea. “I’ll deal with that later. Neil’s part of all this is not in our possession. Let’s get rid of the stones we have.”
 
   Frankie clucked his tongue. “What if we get caught? They probably have security cameras. Even with a disguise, we run a good chance of getting nailed.” He stopped, ran a hand over his mouth. Thinking.
 
   Yesterday, she would have reached over, entwined their fingers and snuggled into him while making her point. That was before she knew what his father had done. Damn these people and this life.
 
   “We should check it out.”
 
   Frankie stared into space. “I don’t know. It might be worth a trip.”
 
   “Exactly.”
 
   Joey slapped his hands on the table and stood. “Good deal. You two take care of it.”
 
   “Right,” Frankie said, not sounding convinced. “I’ll tell my boss I have a family emergency. They always love that. Last time it happened, my father’s picture wound up on the front page. My emergencies are good for business.”
 
   “Wait.” Propelled by a blast of panic, Lucie jumped from her chair. “Frankie and I broke up. We can’t do this together.”
 
   No. No. No. She could not spend time alone with Frankie. He’d try and talk her out of the break-up and, right now, she needed time to strengthen her resolve for living without him.
 
   The afternoon crying jag had convinced her she needed to distance herself from the chaos of the Rizzo world. The latest plan for moving downtown while building Coco Barknell had already been hatched. Money would be tight, but she could do it. It would put enough separation between her and the life. The life included Frankie and she needed to find a way to survive the loss.
 
   Mucking things up even more was the money he’d loaned her. She would pay that back as soon as she was able because a clean break is what she needed. No questions asked.
 
   “I can’t spend that kind of time with Frankie.” She turned to him, hoped he would understand. “It would pulverize me.”
 
   “Boo-hoo,” Joey—Mr. Sensitivity—said. “I’m not going to England. Besides, who knows if the feds are watching me? You don’t want to risk that.”
 
   Frankie grinned. “I have to agree.”
 
   Jerks. Both of them. Even if they were right about Joey’s involvement drawing unnecessary attention. She’d have to suck it up. Along with everything else.
 
   Lucie puffed up her cheeks and blew air. “I want the window seat.”
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter Nineteen
 
    
 
   Kildare Castle, a stone mammoth of a building, sat on five hundred acres of lush green parkland. Lucie yearned to step off the cobblestone drive and collapse on the thick grass.
 
   The castle had been turned into a museum, but the Kildare family descendants still occupied part of the home. The residence would be the key to Operation Reverse Diamond Heist.
 
   On the far left, a sentry tower rose high in the air, and Lucie lowered her head and pulled her jacket closed at the neck. This fifty-degree day felt more like twenty degrees, but Lucie knew that was just fear freezing her blood.
 
   She had donned a long blond wig for this tour and hoped to avoid drawing attention, but Frankie, despite the thick black eyeglasses, still looked like a hottie. Could he not tone that down somehow?
 
   Trees lined the long drive, offering barely a glimpse of sunlight as they walked along. They had been forced to park in the remote lot for security reasons, and with each step they came closer to the three-story archway leading to the castle’s entrance. 
 
   Had this been where Mr. Falcone entered?
 
   She glanced left to the gardens. Thousands of tiny white flowers swayed in the brisk wind. For a moment, she wished she’d brought a camera. The beauty and tranquility of those flowers could sustain her for days.
 
   Lucie tilted her head back and wondered what it would be like to live here, where no one knew her name.
 
   “You ready?” The smooth baritone of Frankie’s voice tore away a chunk of her already battered heart. How would she ever live without that voice? Without him? The finality of it seemed way too severe. Limbo. Again.
 
   She smoothed her hand down the front of her jacket and, given the cooler temps and her freezing body, she wondered how her hands could be sweating. Stress. Boatloads of it. That’s how.
 
   The only good thing about this trip was Frankie’s insistence on chartering a private plane. After all, how would they get a bag full of stolen jewels through airport security? Yeesh. Still though, she took a few minutes to appreciate the luxury of flying on a private jet for the first time and couldn’t find a whole lot wrong with it. Well, aside from the hot diamonds and Frankie covering the cost of the plane. Her tab with him was growing. Not a good way to leave a relationship.
 
   Lucie focused on the castle in front of her. At any other time, she’d be lost in fairy tales and knights in shining armor. The only thing shining in her head now were the bars that would lock her into a cell if they got caught. She hefted her tote bag a little tighter to her body. “I’m ready.”
 
   Frankie rested his hand on her shoulder as two middle-aged women strolled by. “Chill out. You’re holding that bag so tight someone is sure to search it. You should have left it behind.”
 
   Lucie eased her grip. “I couldn’t leave the diamonds in the hotel. You never know, the maid could have gone through our stuff and found them. Then where would we be?”
 
   “Out a million dollars?”
 
   Imbecile. “Let’s just do this.”
 
   He shrugged. “We’re taking the tour. No big deal. A couple of tourists out for the day. Don’t look guilty.”
 
   Two minutes later, they strolled to the enormous stone archway where a woman wearing a polo shirt and khaki pants greeted them in what had to be the thickest British accent Lucie had ever heard. Lucie stared at her for a second trying to decipher the words.
 
   “The tickets,” Frankie said. Of course, he got it. The Frankie Factor.
 
   They stepped through the doorway into an alcove and found a table with detailed maps of the public areas of the castle. The private rooms were outlined on the map, but the spaces remained blank.
 
   “Luce, you’ve got to relax. You completely froze back there.”
 
   “I couldn’t understand her. I was translating in my head.”
 
   Frankie, Mr. Calm, laughed.
 
   The interior door opened and a man with gray hair—what there was of it anyway—and a few extra pounds under his castle-issued polo shirt greeted them. “Welcome.”
 
   Lucie froze again. The weight of this little charade bounced off the man’s pleasantness and smacked her upside the head. She’d never be a good thief. The Catholic-Italian guilt would kill her first.
 
   “Hello,” Frankie said.
 
   “I’m William. The tour will begin in ten minutes. Please come in and browse the main hall.”
 
   “Uh,” Lucie said. “Thank you.”
 
   Way too loud.
 
   Frankie squeezed her arm and unleashed the Frankie Factor smile on the man. “We’ll take a look around. Thanks.”
 
   A redheaded woman of man-killer caliber wandered over from a painting she’d been analyzing and glanced at Lucie. Then she moved to Frankie where, as usual with all women, her gaze stayed focused. Even with the damned nerdy glasses, he still had the touch.
 
   Unable to stop herself, Lucie glanced up at Frankie, who simply nodded at the woman and shifted his eyes to the curving staircase ten feet in front of them. Good boy. Lucie threw her shoulders back. Even if he wasn’t her boyfriend anymore, at this moment, they were pretending to be a couple. 
 
   The woman smiled at Lucie and moved to the far side of the room. Yeah, you’d better move on, sister.
 
   Next to her, Frankie’s breathing mingled with whispers from the twenty people scattered throughout the foyer. Classical music floated in the air and, although not a classical fan, Lucie found the soothing strings settled her nerves.
 
   She glanced around the intricately carved stone pillars that shot three stories high and admired the architectural details and arresting images of angels sculpted into the walls. A man, his back to her and wearing a newsboy cap, stared at one of the giant pillars.
 
   Frankie perused the map. 
 
   “What are you looking at?” Lucie asked.
 
   He flicked a finger against the page. “I’m trying to figure out where we’re going to put the—” he paused as a woman walked by.
 
   “Yeah. I get it,” Lucie said. “I thought we were just having a look today?”
 
   “We are. Probably.”
 
   Why did she think her plan of attending tomorrow night’s thousand dollar a plate charity function would be altered?
 
   “Frankie?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Don’t do this to me.”
 
   A guy in his twenties squeezed behind Lucie and she stepped an inch closer to Frankie to whisper in his ear. “We have a plan. A plan we spent a lot of money on. Let’s stick to it.”
 
   “Good morning, all.” William the tour guide called. “I will be leading you through the tour, but feel free to stop and enjoy the lovely artifacts preserved by the Kildare family. Keep in mind, if you choose to meander you will miss the wonderful narrative. We will start with the room you are standing in. This is the main foyer and these columns were erected in 1602. They were hand carved by a local mason. During that time…”
 
   Lucie tuned William out and concentrated on Frankie, who still had his eyes on the map.
 
   He tapped a finger against the map. “This could be the spot.”
 
   She glanced down. The dungeon. How appropriate. The group surrounding them began to move, but Frankie pretended to analyze a painting. “Stay here a second.”
 
   The last of the group wandered by. “Let’s at least stay with the group,” she whispered. “Even if we hang back.”
 
   No sense in calling attention to themselves right out of the gate. She stared at the map. Hey, now. “Next to the dungeon. That room is marked private. If there’s a doorway, we might be able to stash the stuff there. It looks like the only place that has some sort of direct access to the private areas of the castle.”
 
   “Okay. I see what you’re saying. We can check it out.”
 
   Thirty minutes later, after visiting the marble-encased ballroom and the library’s massive two-story bookshelves, Lucie stepped into the dungeon. At the front of the pack, she could hear William talking about the stone walls in the stairwell.
 
   Cool air enveloped Lucie and she breathed in the unexpected floral scent. Who ever heard of an air-freshened dungeon?
 
   At the bottom of the stairs, the arched stone doorway led to a corridor roughly twenty-five feet long. The only available light came from iron sconces perched over cutouts in the walls where various forms of torture implements were displayed. She imagined herself chained to the wall, blood oozing from her skin. God, what were they doing?
 
   Several people in the tour group took advantage of the wooden benches lining the walls and Lucie considered joining them before her legs turned to jelly.
 
   According to William, the doorway on the right led to what used to be holding cells, now converted to the Kildare family’s private wine cellar.
 
   Frankie grabbed Lucie’s hand. “That’s it.”
 
   She hefted her tote bag higher on her shoulder. “Could be it.”
 
   Insanity. They should stick to the original plan. But this could work. And she was never one to run from an opportunity.
 
   The tour group shuffled ahead to an area where prisoners had been restrained by irons. Lucie gulped the pool of spit in her mouth.
 
   Four steps later, they slowed as William spoke of the open doorway that led to the wine cellar.
 
   “This is as good as it gets,” Frankie said. “There’s a camera on the wall to the left. Have you noticed all the doorways leading to the private areas have cameras?”
 
   Nope. Hadn’t caught that. I’m a horrible thief. “That’s a problem. Then again, I’ve got this crazy wig on.”
 
   “I barely recognize you.”
 
   “I’ll wait until the camera points the other way and head down the hall.”
 
   Frankie’s head swiveled back and forth, examining the various torture devices on display. “If you want, I’ll duck down the hallway and drop the bag in the wine cellar. Let’s hope there are no security guards watching monitors somewhere. If the cameras are just recording, we’ll be able to get out of here without a problem.”
 
   His only disguise was a baseball cap and the stupid glasses. “No. I’ll do it.”
 
   The tour group moved from the doorway leading to the wine cellar. Frankie motioned Lucie to one of the torture devices on display. “Let them get ahead of us. I’ll hover here while you dump the stuff.”
 
   “Right. If anyone comes by, distract them.”
 
   Frankie leaned down and hugged her. “You’ll be in and out before anyone spots us.”
 
   The way he hugged her, so tight and strong, made her realize she wasn’t the only one suffering through this ordeal. He had finally gotten to that place of disillusionment she’d reached years ago. That black, lonely place where disappointment in her father ran so deep it became part of her soul.
 
   When he finally backed away, he wore the Frankie Factor grin. Lucie closed her eyes, slowly let out a breath. She could do this.
 
   For the love of Pete. She’d be a terrible, just horrible criminal.
 
   Frankie, tired of waiting, tugged on the tote bag containing the diamonds. “I’ll do it.”
 
   “No!” She’d never be that much of a wimp. “We’re in this together.”
 
   “Atta girl.”
 
   Right. “We’ll wander up and I’ll duck into the doorway.”
 
   Within seconds they reached the arched doorway where only a red rope stood sentry. A chill prickled Lucie’s arms. At least if she got caught she wouldn’t have far to travel to be restrained. There’s a thought.
 
   “You ready?” He asked.
 
   No. “Yes.”
 
   They held back a second longer while the tour group marched down the hallway reviewing various torture devices. Lucie heard something about finger removal and wiggled her digits to make sure they were all intact.
 
   Frankie continued his exploration of the displays and she moved to the doorway. One step over the rope and she’d be in.
 
   The camera above hummed as it swiveled and Lucie glanced up. Pointed the other way. Go!
 
   She hopped over the rope, tore down the hallway and found a glass-paneled door leading into a wine cellar bigger than her mother’s first floor. Holy smokes. These people liked their wine.
 
   The door had an L-shaped handle, rather contemporary for a castle. Wow; what a bizarre thought that was. What was she doing?
 
   Fixing a mess. That’s what.
 
   Using the hem of her shirt as a glove, she pressed down on the handle. Nothing.
 
   Locked.
 
   Dammit. What now?
 
   The gurgling hysteria tearing her stomach apart surged up her throat. Calm. Stay calm and think. She could abandon this plan and run back down the hall before anyone spotted them.
 
   But then they’d have to try again at the event tomorrow night and Frankie was probably right about the massive security.
 
   Think, Lucie.
 
   Who would carry a key to the wine cellar? Staff and family members. Would there really be that many keys? Ridiculous. Not everyone would carry a key, but they might all need access.
 
   Go with that. Lucie turned and spotted a shaft of light from a doorway a few feet down. Would there be a key hidden there?
 
   Why not?
 
   Holding tight to her bag, she ran to the doorway and peered in. The small room held a chair and a simple white desk with a drawer. She could leave the bag here.
 
   No. Anyone, like her, could wander in and grab the jewels. She needed the key to the wine cellar.
 
   She stepped into the room and, once again using her shirt, she opened the drawer. Nothing. She dropped to her knees, looked under the edges of the desk. Nothing.
 
   An ancient chair made of wood so thick Joey could use it to bash heads sat next to the desk. She crawled to it to study the underside. Nothing.
 
   She caught a gleam from behind the desk. A hook holding a key.
 
   Had to be for the wine cellar.
 
   Abandoning her worry about leaving a print, she grabbed the key. She’d just wipe it clean like they did on television. Who knew if that even worked, but she had to get moving.
 
   A voice carried from the opposite direction of the dungeon and Lucie froze. “We’ll need four bottles,” a woman with a thick English accent said.
 
   Oh, no. Someone needed wine. Lucie hung the key back on the hook and spun. The echo of heels on the tiled floor grew closer and a rioting panic boiled her cheeks. Hide.
 
   But where? She couldn’t step into the hall and there certainly wasn’t any place in this tiny room to hide. Behind the door. She’d likely get caught, but she’d risk it. She heard Frankie do a loud ah-hem from the dungeon, said a quick Glory Be and jumped behind the door, smashing herself against the wall as if it would swallow her and offer protection.
 
   The English woman stepped into the room and Lucie held her breath. Not a sound, not a sound, not a sound.
 
   “Why is this door open?” a very American sounding male asked.
 
   “It gets jammed,” the woman replied. “We told Mr. Habers about it and he’s coming ‘round to have a look.”
 
   Lucie heard a shuffle and the two left. She released a silent breath as her heart banged. She couldn’t move. Not yet. Not until they brought the key back.
 
   A long two minutes later—Lucie had counted in her head—the voices drifted closer again.
 
   “I’ll put the key back,” the man said. “I hate leaving this door open though. We’ll have to shut it.”
 
   Please don’t let him see me back here.
 
   And then everything slowed as the clink of the metal key being replaced vibrated off the stone walls and a big meaty hand wrapped around the edge of the door just inches from her nose. She pulled in her stomach, imagined herself shrinking and willed her body to be still. 
 
   The door swung away from her and caught at the jamb before the man forced it shut.
 
   Lucie bent at the waist and drew three long breaths. Way too close.
 
   She was so not cut out for this.
 
   Get moving.
 
   Once again, she grabbed the key from the back of the desk and placed her ear against the door, checking for the distant click of the woman’s heels. Quiet. Good. She pulled on the door handle.
 
   Nothing.
 
   She tugged again. Nothing. Trapped. Seriously? She placed one foot on the wall, held the door handle with the other and pushed off with her foot. Not even a budge.
 
   A vision of her fingers being removed flashed in her mind. Damned dungeon. Don’t think about it. She wouldn’t panic.
 
   “Luce?” Frankie whispered from the other side of the door.
 
   Thank you. “What?”
 
   “What are you doing?”
 
   She rolled her eyes. “Having my nails done.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I’m stuck!”
 
   “Uh-oh.”
 
   No fooling. “You push from that side and I’ll pull.”
 
   “Okay. On three. Ready?”
 
   Lucie propped her foot up again. “Yes.”
 
   One, two, three. She pulled with every bit of strength she could summon. Two seconds later, the door flew open and Lucie sailed across the tiny room. Rather than take a face plant, she twisted and—boom—her left shoulder bounced off the wall. She landed on the tiled floor with a whoosh.
 
   “Ow!” Pain rocketed through her backside.
 
   Frankie stepped into the room, grabbed her hands and hauled her up. “You okay?”
 
   She nodded. “Let’s just do this.”
 
   She ran back to the wine cellar, inserted the key into the lock—score—opened the door and tossed the tote bag.
 
   Wait! If the camera taped her with the tote bag and then without, they’d know she was the one who’d left it.
 
   Not good.
 
   She entered the wine cellar and her skin puckered from the chill of the refrigeration. She removed the gallon-sized bag of diamonds from the tote and tossed them back on the floor. Good enough.
 
   With swift movements, she locked the door, wiped the handle and key and ran back to the storage room to replace it.
 
   At the hall entry, Frankie grabbed her arm before she stepped in front of the camera.
 
   “Listen for the swivel. There. Go.”
 
   Lucie hopped over the red rope, heard the hum of the video camera and glanced up. Aimed right at her. Panic ripped into her. Was the camera on her when she stepped over the rope? She couldn’t worry about it now. She watched the camera swing away from the entry and waved Frankie over the rope.
 
   “Let’s get out of here.”
 
   He slid his arm around her and squeezed. “You okay?”
 
   The feeling of his hands on her brought instant calm to her shattered nerves. She loved this man and their world was screwing everything up. “I’ll be fine when we’re on a plane home.”
 
   “Not so fast,” a hushed voice said from behind them.
 
   Caught. Lucie reached for Frankie’s arm, squeezing with such intensity he winced.
 
   “What are you doing here?” he whispered.
 
   She tore her gaze from Frankie and looked over her shoulder at the man with the newsboy cap she’d seen in the main hall. The dim light forced Lucie to lean forward for a better look and, three seconds later, the realization of who this man was hit her. His plain beige jacket and dress slacks screamed I’m-trying-to-blend, but Frankie’s father always did have a sense of style.
 
   Mr. Falcone, the security camera to his back, looked at Lucie first and then his son. “You idiots.”
 
   But Frankie wanted no part of that and took two steps toward his father before Lucie grabbed him. “Don’t freak out in here.” Heck, usually it was him doing the warning.
 
   “What are you doing here?” Frankie repeated.
 
   “What are you doing here?” Mr. Falcone slid his eyes to Lucie and whispered. “Where are my diamonds?”
 
   For the first time since this dognapping ordeal started, she was in control and the perverse pleasure warmed her. “Locked in the wine cellar down this hall.”
 
   Mr. Falcone made a move around them and Frankie blocked him. “Don’t do this. We’re getting the Rizzos out of this. Joe will never have to know. Leave it alone.”
 
   A moment of steel-jawed tension pulsed between them and Lucie began to flop sweat. Fabulous.
 
   Finally, Mr. Falcone stepped back. “I didn’t chase after you to let you give them back. Of all the stupid things, Frankie.”
 
   Lucie gasped at Mr. Falcone’s vicious tone. She shouldn’t have been surprised after what she’d learned about him. Regardless, they were wasting time.
 
   They’d been down here almost ten minutes. Someone was bound to come along.
 
   “We need to move,” she said.
 
   Frankie grabbed his father’s elbow and half dragged him to a display. Something that looked like a life-sized set of salad tongs. What the heck did they use those for? Lucie leaned back and glanced down the corridor as the camera swiveled away from her. They needed to wrap this up and get out. No telling if they had people manning those cameras.
 
   And then, her bladder filled like a water balloon attached to an open faucet. Was the flop sweating not enough?
 
   Frankie, in a very Frankie move, stepped closer to his father, their noses just inches apart. Lucie held her breath. Their profiles—the long, straight nose, the angle of the jaw—were so similar, she could have been looking at an aged progressed photo.
 
   “You’ve done enough,” Frankie said. “Keep moving and I might forgive you.”
 
   Was he really speaking to his father this way? This is what the situation had come to. She should have been happy, ecstatic even, because all along she’d wanted Frankie to separate himself from his father. To take her side. Somehow though, this seemed wrong. All wrong.
 
   She put a hand on his arm. “This is over. Let’s just get out of here.”
 
   “Lucie,” Mr. Falcone said.
 
   The sound of her name coming from his lips fried her and she poked a finger at him. “You shut up.”
 
   The stern look he wore had probably sent many men to their knees, but Lucie’s fury ran so hot she was immune. This man had tormented her for weeks, not to mention what he’d done to her mother. Being disrespectful was the least of the damage Lucie sought.
 
   “I haven’t been hiding those diamonds all these years to let you give them back.” He snatched her arm and squeezed. “Where’s that damned key?”
 
   The camera hummed again and Frankie stepped sideways to block it from capturing his father’s hold on Lucie. “Let go or I walk out of here and you never see me again.”
 
   The un-Frankie-like violence simmering in his voice wasn’t helping her back teeth to stop floating. Good Lord, she had to pee.
 
   He stepped closer to his father. “Am I worth what’s in that bag?”
 
   Mr. Falcone had the nerve to laugh. At his own son.
 
   Enough of this. Lucie elbowed them both away. “Knock it off. We’re all leaving here.”
 
   Voices from the stairwell carried through the narrow hallway and a couple with two young children stepped into the dungeon. Lucie, Frankie and Mr. Falcone huddled around the salad tong display and played tourist.
 
   Could there be a bathroom down here?
 
   Frankie blasted the woman with the Frankie Factor smile and she returned the gesture. “We’ve seen this before,” she said to her cohorts. “Let’s get to the next area.”
 
   All four filed passed and Lucie crossed her legs. Really have to pee.
 
   She went up on tiptoe and put her lips to Frankie’s ear. “Let’s just leave. There’s nothing he can do.”
 
   He nodded. “You’re right.”
 
   With his attention focused on his father, he said. “Even if he finds the key, he’ll have to explain to my mother and sister why I refuse to see him.”
 
   Mr. Falcone gritted his teeth and Lucie imagined those pearly whites snapping under the stress. Thirty years from now—if he lived that long—he’d be an old man with shifting dentures who could have been her father-in-law.
 
   “You would do that?” Mr. Falcone asked Frankie. “Over money?”
 
   “I should be asking you that.”
 
   Touché, young squire. Lucie stood a little taller as her heart flip-flopped. After all the fighting and breaking up and getting back together, Frankie might finally understand her yearning to be more than Lucie Rizzo, Mob Princess. And all it took was a couple of dognappings, a concussion and stolen jewelry.
 
   “What’s it gonna be, Pop?”
 
   Lucie glanced at Frankie. “I could always ring up Detective O’Brien and tell him about this. Or, better yet, the local police. I bet they’d love to hear this story.”
 
   “There’s a thought,” Frankie said.
 
   “Wouldn’t Neil love that?” she added.
 
   Mr. Falcone drilled her with another hard stare. “Don’t be stupid, Lucie. You’ve got a lot to lose.”
 
   “But not nearly as much as you. I can’t imagine my father would be very happy about this. You know what a temper he has. Then there’s the whole messy legal aspect.” She shifted around him and stood next to Frankie, but she wasn’t done yet. This man needed to pay. And she was just the girl to make that happen. “I could crush you with that bag. Or, we can all walk out of here and forget the whole thing. I’d say that’s fairly generous of me considering what you’ve put me through.”
 
   Mr. Falcone shifted his gaze to Frankie. 
 
   “Don’t make me choose, Pop. You won’t like it.”
 
   And Lucie knew it was over. For once, Frankie had sided with her.
 
   “I have to pee,” she said as they pushed through the door leading out of the dungeon. Frankie kept an iron grip on his father’s elbow as they walked and Lucie picked up the pace.
 
   Like a beacon, the restroom sign flashed into sight. Thank you. She turned down the corridor and sprinted.
 
   “Luce? Please.”
 
   “Sorry. Gotta go.” Did he think she wasn’t just as anxious to get away?
 
   Well, some things couldn’t wait.
 
   “Hurry,” he called from behind her.
 
   Two minutes later, after the longest pee of her life, she emerged from the restroom to see Frankie and his father waiting for her. In silence, they all walked out the main entrance to the long driveway that had led them in.
 
   Once they were out of earshot, Frankie said to his father, “How’d you know where we were?”
 
   “Your mother told me you were going on a trip. The timing was strange for a vacation. I wanted to see what you were up to.”
 
   “I didn’t tell Mom where I was headed.”
 
   “Cell phone,” his father grumbled. “My guy at the P.D. has a friend at the phone company.”
 
   Frankie halted. Uh-oh. To remind him she was there, Lucie clasped her hand over his. She, of all people, knew the hurt that came when a parent proved to be a disappointment.
 
   “Stay focused on what’s next,” she said.
 
   He drew a long breath and closed his eyes. “Right. We get him back to his car, get his stuff and he flies back to Chicago with us.”
 
   “That’s a plan.”
 
   As much as the idea of being in Mr. Falcone’s company infuriated her, they couldn’t risk him trying to steal the diamonds back. He’d caused enough trouble over these past weeks. Lucie would never forgive him.
 
   Never.
 
   Particularly because the other half of those stolen jewels were somewhere and she knew who was responsible.
 
   These damned people. All she wanted was a respectable life and this is what she got. Shoulder-deep in stolen jewels.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   A banging on the aiport’s single bathroom door sounded and, like a springboard, Lucie shot off the toilet. For God’s sake. Why couldn’t she take a pee in peace anymore?
 
   All she wanted was a few minutes alone before they boarded the plane and the only place to find it at this private airstrip was the miniscule bathroom the pilots used.
 
   “Luce!” Frankie banged again.
 
   She yanked her pants up, washed her hands and ripped the door open. She loved this man, but the damned building had better be on fire.
 
   He dragged her into the outer room where the attendant had abandoned the news to chat with their pilot on the tarmac. “It’s on the news. The stones. The owner can’t believe it.”
 
   On the television, a reporter doing a live feed from Kildare Castle was delivering the details of the recently discovered bounty.
 
   Frankie jerked his chin to the television. “They’re questioning all the tourists who bought tickets with credit cards.”
 
   “Good thing we paid cash,” she quipped, but her head began to pound. What if the camera had caught her going down that hall?
 
   “The Kildares will have to give the insurance company part of their money back, which we didn’t think about, but hell, Luce, we got rid of the stones.”
 
   They had actually pulled it off. It wouldn’t right the wrong, but at least the stolen merchandise was out of the hands of innocent people.
 
   “Do they have any idea it was us?”
 
   “Don’t think so. No one has come forward about seeing anything.”
 
   She dropped into one of the two metal-framed chairs. Could it really be over? It would seem so, but they needed to get out of England. No sense hanging around. She could follow the story on the web. “We should get out of here. Fast.”
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter Twenty
 
    
 
   Two days later, Lucie arrived home at three-forty-five after walking the dogs. With the stolen jewelry no longer in her possession, she had taken the bold step of not only walking alone, but going back to her original, time-efficient route. The emotional freedom of it, the mental peace, allowed her to feel like herself again.
 
   She settled in with her laptop at the dining room table to review the inventory for the Frampton’s order. Good progress had been made and she needed to log each item. Her mother had separated everything into large bins stacked in the corner of the room. A bin marked Coats sat at the top and Lucie hauled it to the table.
 
   The front door opened and she turned to see Frankie come through.
 
   “Hey,” he said.
 
   She smiled. “Hi. Look at what we’ve created. This Frampton’s order might be the start of something. For the first time in a long time, I’m excited.”
 
   “Does that mean you’re staying in Franklin?”
 
   Lucie made a huffing noise. She hadn’t thought about living arrangements. “I guess it does. For now.”
 
   He grinned, pulled her out of her chair and wrapped her in a hug. “Good for you, Luce. I’m proud of you.”
 
   Slamming her eyes shut, she concentrated on breathing. How did he always know exactly what she needed?
 
   Because he loved her. Over the years, they had learned to tune into what the other needed. He was definitely better at it, but maybe that could change. Despite the craziness of their families and the fact that his father had put her in danger, she loved him.
 
   All this time she’d been blaming him for being born into the life, asking him to change, to do what she wanted. He deserved more than that. And she’d give it to him. 
 
   She backed out of his grasp, but held onto his arms. “Thank you. I needed to hear that.”
 
   She waved a hand toward a chair, and Frankie dropped into it as if the world had pushed him there. He’d been through a lot these past days.
 
   “How are you?” she asked.
 
   He shrugged.
 
   “About your father, I mean.”
 
   “It is what it is.”
 
   What a typical male non-answer. Lucie snorted. “Silly me, I expected you to talk, but then I remembered that men don’t talk, so I guess I will. You’re in a bad place. Your father disappointed you. I’ve been in that place. I’d love to say you’ll get over it, but you probably won’t. You will learn to deal with it though. I promise you that. I’ll do whatever I can to help you.”
 
   He waggled his eyebrows and she rolled her eyes. Always with the sex.
 
   “Actually,” he said, “I’m not even in the mood for sex.”
 
   “Lordy, it must be bad then.”
 
   “I’m so pissed I can’t even look at him. All I want is a meatball sandwich from Petey’s, and I can’t go there because I’ll see him. I’m so filled with…with…I don’t even know…that I’m not sure what I’d say to him.”
 
   “I know.” She squeezed his hand. “It’s like someone drilled a hole in your chest and scooped out part of you.”
 
   He blew air through his lips and started tracing imaginary lines on the table.
 
   And then she remembered something her mother had said to her a few years back when she and her father were fighting like rabid animals. At the time, the words didn’t seem like much, but over these weeks, she had come to understand the importance of them. “Frankie, our fathers, in their own way, love us. They simply make bad decisions. We don’t have to embrace their choices, but we need to live our own lives. I’m hoping you and I can do that together.”
 
   Frankie’s fingers stilled on the table and he glanced up at her. The silence of the room lingered.
 
   “Luce, what my father did will always sit between us. I hate that, but if I turn away from him, my mother will be devastated. I can’t do that to her. She doesn’t deserve it. For all the loyalty I’ve given everyone, I feel like the schmuck now. I don’t know where I go from here. I have to figure out how this thing with my father and your family will play out. And I want you to help me. I need you to support me, Luce.”
 
   A month ago, she’d have walked away. She’d have left Frankie, like she had done many times before, to figure it out on his own. Now she wondered if she’d been fair to him and that cinched her chest. Agonizing pressure. Her desire to prove she’d risen above the life almost cost her the love of a good man. An exceptional man.
 
   She linked her fingers in his. “You stood by me through all this craziness, even going against your father. I love you for that. And for so much more. I don’t have to like what your father did, but I’ll learn to co-exist with him. I’ll do that for you.”
 
   He bent over, dropped his forehead against her hand, still linked with his and breathed out. “Thank you.”
 
   Slowly, she combed her fingers through his hair and rubbed. “To prove how serious I am, I’ll do one more thing for you.”
 
   He bolted upright and the spark in his eyes made her smile.
 
   “I’m listening,” he said.
 
   “I will go to Petey’s and get you a meatball sandwich.”
 
   He grinned. “You hate Petey’s. It must be love if you’re willing to go that far.”
 
   He had no idea. “Yes, I believe it is.”
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Chapter Twenty-One
 
    
 
   On a bright sunny day the following week, Lucie hurried the girls along. It was close to lunchtime and her schedule was beginning to unravel.
 
   The girls, however, must have sensed her angst and refused to poop.
 
   “Come on, girls. Cut me some slack. We’ve been out here thirty minutes.”
 
   Josie looked at her, blinked twice then stuck her nose to the ground to continue the search for that perfect spot.
 
   Lucie sighed.
 
   A battered Crown Victoria came to a stop and double-parked. Oh boy. She knew that car.
 
   Detective O’Brien emerged.
 
   “Ms. Rizzo, how are you?” A smile eased across his freckled face.
 
   Was he looking for her? He stepped onto the curb and reached to rub under Fannie’s jaw.
 
   “Hello, Detective. I’m fine. What can I do for you?”
 
   “I’m on my way back to HQ and saw you. Figured I’d check in. Everything been quiet with the dogs?”
 
   She nodded. “Absolutely.” Now that we’ve returned part of the stolen jewelry.
 
   “Glad to hear it.” 
 
   “I’m still working the dog theft ring case, so if you ever need anything, be sure to give me a call.”
 
   What she needed was for him to arrest a blockhead named Neil and find the rest of those hot stones. Knowing Neil had gotten away with the remainder of the jewels, not to mention tormenting her by stealing the dogs, was chewing at her a millimeter at a time. Pure torture. She’d love to see him suffer for it.
 
   Maybe she’d give the good detective the 4-1-1.
 
   Then again, hadn’t her father always taught her not to be a rat? A snitch? A fink? Yes, he had. But he also taught her not to take any crap, and the way Lucie saw it, Neil had dished out a whole lotta crap.
 
   Her hands started sweating. What was with the flop sweating all of a sudden? She bent low to pat the girls and then straightened. Dirty rotten staller.
 
   “I’ll let you get back to work,” O’Brien said.
 
   He stepped off the curb, but turned back. “By the way. I saw footage about some diamonds that were returned to a castle in England. The guy caught on tape has a strong resemblance to Frank Falcone. You know anything about that, Ms. Rizzo?”
 
   Lucie’s brain exploded into a flurry of thoughts. Had he seen her on the tape? Was he playing with her? No. If he had proof, she’d be in handcuffs.
 
   “Detective, I don’t have a clue what you’re talking about.”
 
   He ran his tongue along his bottom lip while a grin played peek-a-boo. “That’s what I thought. Like I said, if you think of anything, you give me a call.”
 
   Once again, he moved to leave. Tell him about Neil. Get rid of the guilt.
 
   But she wasn’t sure she could do it. Somehow, it seemed a betrayal of her father’s rules. Then again, what about her own betrayal? Didn’t that count for something? Didn’t she have the right to see her tormentor punished?
 
   O’Brien stopped at the back bumper of his car, and waited for a bus to go around.
 
   “Detective?”
 
   She met him at the curb.
 
   “Something wrong?” he asked.
 
   Lucie inhaled, letting the moist lake air fill her lungs while Josie squatted to poop. Must be a sign from the universe that all was well.
 
   “Ms. Rizzo?”
 
   She smiled. “I can’t help you with the castle incident, but I know someone who can.”
 
    
 
   THE END
 
   ***
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   CHAPTER 1
 
    
 
   First demon you summon, it’s kind of scary. After a few hundred, it becomes just another job. Unfortunately I hadn’t reached that point. 
 
   My name’s Alex Noziak and I’m one of the five sorry-assed members of a team called the Invisible Recruits that are supposed to stand between the world’s humans and the rising population of non-human bad guys. One of the team was here voluntarily, and it wasn’t me. But that wasn’t my biggest problem right this minute.
 
   Wrestling with an echo-demon that looked mostly like green slime and a smattering of the living dead was. 
 
   I’m part shaman, part witch, not a card-carrying Wiccan but a blood-born witch, and one of my abilities was to summon others to me, both human and non-human, but only within a limited range. Sounds useful, but how many times do you really want to invite a Were, or vamp, or foul-mouthed dark angel to a party? Exactly, which was why that particular summoning spell was a little rusty. Okay, a truck that sits on the back forty for twenty years is rusty. I was in the what-the-hell-am-I-doing category.
 
   Embracing magic was not a piece of cake, because it came at a cost. Always. My last summoning here at the IR (I for Invisible and R for Recruits) compound was coming back to bite me now. Sort of like an athlete who was a star performer one day but a dud the next. So now I was more witch-wanna-be who had to produce something, and fast, to keep my spot on the team.
 
   A thought one of my team members actually voiced just about then. “You going to make this demon appear sometime in this millennium, Noziak?” Mandy Reyes snapped, standing kitty-corner from me across the training gym at our Maryland facility.
 
   Mandy had hot Latin blood, a mouth like a stevedore, the patience of a gnat, and was one of the four non-voluntary members of the team. I wasn’t sure what was being held over her head to work this gig, but I knew it couldn’t be pleasant. I also knew her talent-she was a spirit walker. Which meant she could walk between the spirit world and the real world. Again, sounds cool, but the price for that specific ability was to be soulless. Which meant when you were on the spirit side, or when spirits crossed over or remained on our side, you were an empty vessel with a neon For Rent sign flashing. Any spirit looking for a new home, she was the perfect candidate.
 
   Right now though roving spirits weren’t our issue; a missing echo-demon was as four of us maneuvered in a gym that looked like an average high school holding cell. Nothing fancy for our group. Mandy and fellow team members Jaylene Smart and Kelly McAllister formed a triangle around an X-marked-the-spot circle. A circle that was outlined in salt for protection once I called forth the demon as training for taking one down in real life.
 
   Our instructor, M.T. Stone, and our team leader, Vaughn Monroe, the only one of us not coerced into being an IR agent as far as we could tell, were watching this exercise from a room near the rafters. Smart people. 
 
   Not that an echo-demon was all that threatening; they were nuisances more than deadly as they had earned their names based on their willingness to make a lot of high-volume screams that could scare the willies out of people and echo in a person’s mind long after the demon had departed. At least when the demons traveled alone they were manageable. In packs, they could turn really nasty, really quick.
 
   The intention of this little training session was to make sure I knew what the hell I was doing, which I didn’t. Get some practice in whipping demon butt before we left the safety of the compound. And learn to work as a team.
 
   That last was the biggest challenge. None of the five IR members were even trained to fight human bad guys yet. We were just humans who had a little extra-extra to our genetic make-up which would make us freaks among humans, if the humans knew what we were. The four of us had spent most of our twenty-some years hiding our talents unless we really needed them, like I had when a rogue Were was about to kill my brother.
 
   I had used a summoning spell. That was my first mistake. Second was summoning a death demon who made such a mess of the Were that I faced life in prison for murder. Try telling a lawyer or judge there were extenuating circumstances, like the victim was a Were and my brother was a shifter who was caught turning, which meant he was too vulnerable to defend himself. I was damned lucky I hadn’t killed my brother along with the Were.
 
   Yeah, so that’s why I was here, sweat pouring down my face, my arms shaking from holding them straight before me for the last thirty minutes and my throat getting hoarse from repeating a summoning spell that wasn’t working.
 
   Instead of telling can’t-you-do-more Mandy where to shove her comment, I was saved by Kelly. “Leave her be, Mandy. You can tell she’s trying.”
 
   That was Kelly all over. Raised in the flat farm country of Iowa and a former kindergarten teacher, Kelly could make muggers melt with kindness. She was our team placater, the rah-rah cheerleader and the let’s-all-play-nice playground monitor. She’d never said what had landed her here, but it was probably because she had sweet-talked someone to death. Nothing else made sense.
 
   Kelly’s ability was to disappear. Which sounds uber cool, but that too came with a price. She could remain truly invisible for only a few minutes at a time and when she reappeared she was blind for twice as long for every minute of invisibility. Which made her really vulnerable to attack if all the bad things were not vanquished. Another downside to her ability was that she wasn’t very good with it, so that when she was frightened she could wink out of sight unintentionally.
 
   But then who was I to talk about being proficient? 
 
   Kelly stood braced just to my right, and though I couldn’t see her except out of the corner of my eye, I could feel her gripping a sword with a white-knuckle death grip. Echo-demons hated metal, as did a lot of the non-humans, so this late afternoon’s session was steel vs. demon blood. 
 
   If I ever called the freaking monster forth.
 
   I glanced at the observation room window and caught M.T. Stone eyeing his watch. But what did he expect? We were barely three weeks into our regular training and only just started flexing our other abilities earlier this week. That was after one of our fellow recruits tried to kill me and wasn’t too picky who else she took out at the same time. About the time, I wondered if prison might not have been the safer option.
 
   Then we’d gone on one official mission, but that was mostly a babysitting session when Vaughn went up against the son of a Russian mob lord-a guy she had known in her previous life as a debutante. It wasn’t a picnic, but it wasn’t demon baiting either.
 
   Talk about neophytes. Most of us rarely, if ever, voluntarily used our gifts in the world we came from and some, like Jaylene and Mandy, had skills that didn’t directly translate into taking down anyone. Jaylene was a psychic, or had visions. A fat lot of good it did to hang out with visions when monsters were out for blood. Human blood. Even I could guess at what the future held in that situation.
 
   M.T. Stone’s voice broke over the loudspeaker making all of us jump. “This is a no show. We’ll call it a night. Try again tomorrow.”
 
   “No,” I shouted back. I’d been raised with four older brothers; I could hear M.T.’s tone if not his thoughts. Wimp. Lightweight. Poser. No one called a Noziak a loser and got away with it, even if it was my own inner voice. “Give me one more minute. Let me take this up a notch.”
 
   “You sure that’s a good idea?” Jaylene asked.
 
   “Yeah.” Though I wasn’t really.
 
   I heard Mandy and Jaylene groan, which only helped me go deeper. I could do this. I would do this.
 
    
 
   Here in this place and before the eyes of the unbelievers, come forth.
 
   I call the creatures of the elements. The seekers of release who wish to walk amongst the humans.
 
   I bid you to destroy the binds holding you in thrall.
 
   Come. Prove yourselves. 
 
    
 
   Salty sweat seeped into my eyes. I bit my lip till I could taste blood.
 
   Of course! There was no human blood. What an idiot I was. That was the missing piece.
 
   “Jaylene, cut your finger and squeeze a few blood drops into the inner circle,” I shouted, holding my pose. This was blood magic, second cousin to black magic, but just a smidge might help. White magic sure wasn’t doing squat.
 
   “No way am I cutting myself,” came the bullet-fired retort. Jaylene might be six feet tall and built like an Amazon, with looks that could earn her a fortune as a model, but growing up alone on Chicago’s south side had made her very wary of sticking her neck or a bloody finger out for anybody.
 
   “I’ll do it,” Kelly offered and stepped forward.
 
   “No.” She’d probably cut a vein with her sword and then disappear on us before we could stop the bleeding. “I’ll do it myself.”
 
   I dropped my arms, swiping one bare arm across my forehead to wipe the sweat as I reached with the other toward Kelly. “Put your sword out here.”
 
   She did as I asked even though the blade shook. It was wicked sharp, the better for demon killing, but instead of a paper cut I dug a pretty deep slash into my right finger. “Ouch.”
 
   I swear I could hear Mandy snicker so I shot her a glare, cupping my right hand with my left to make sure I didn’t leave a trail of blood for the demon to escape the inner containment circle. Just in case my teammates were not quick enough, or skilled enough to kill him.
 
   That was one of the sucky parts of being the one doing the summoning. I couldn’t be holding a weapon of any kind, no matter how deadly the non-human being called. If this echo-demon found a way past the containment area, I was sorry out of luck. Except for my anathema dagger I had stashed against the nearest wall. Noziaks came to a rumble prepared to fight, but witches couldn’t carry other weapons when using magic. Which made us very vulnerable. 
 
   Using magic with a physical weapon in hand—a gun, knife, staff—meant the magic was not being honored and it could back fire on the user.
 
   It took a few steps to reach the crudely salted circle where the demon should appear, and only seconds to have a nice snack of fresh human blood drops scattered on the floor.
 
   Man, a sliced finger could hurt. Sucking it as I returned to my spot I realized I was focusing on the minor pain to avoid the bigger issue. If the blood did its thing then I was about to break a promise made to my father years ago. He was a full-blooded shaman, a shifter, and a wise man in his own right. Plus he loved me to the depths of his soul. He rarely punished his children, especially me, the baby, but when he did it was serious.
 
    “Great gifts are not given lightly, Alex,” he’d said. “They come with great responsibility and consequences. Do you understand?”
 
   I nodded my head like any fifteen-year-old who wanted to get out of immediate trouble for doing something wrong.
 
   “Then you must promise never to use your abilities for harm of anyone or anything.”
 
   More head shaking on my part. Right then I’d have agreed to anything he’d asked. That’s how much trouble I was in.
 
   “Promise me as a Noziak.”
 
   My head had started to bob faster when he’d raised one calloused hand. “And the love you have for me.”
 
   That wasn’t playing fair. Especially since, after my mother had left us when I was five, my dad had been my whole world. 
 
   “Will you promise this, Alex?”
 
   What could I say? I nodded and meant it.
 
   I sucked in my breath, ignoring the throbbing in my finger which I pressed tight against my thumb to make sure the blood flow was stopped. It was harder to push aside the tenseness in my gut, wondering if calling a demon to its death meant I was harming another? Or if my dad would forgive me if he ever found out, because I felt a shift in the air and I wasn’t giving up now for anything.
 
  
 
   
 
   
   CHAPTER 2
 
    
 
   I ignored Kelly’s breathing next to me, Mandy’s scowl across from me, and Jaylene tightening both her hands along her sword’s shaft. The late afternoon sunlight was streaming through clearstory windows around the gym, the hiss of kerosene lamps I’d set up for backup lighting mingling with the quiet. Demon baiting in the dark was suicidal.
 
   My voice was calm and deep as I raised my hands and began the summoning chant once more:
 
    
 
   Here in this place and before the eyes of the unbelievers, come forth.
 
   I call the creatures of the elements. The seekers of release who wish to walk amongst the humans.
 
   I bid you to destroy the binds holding you in thrall.
 
   Come. Prove yourselves. 
 
    
 
   A faint wind brushed against my skin. A hot, dry wind, not from damp Maryland in March, but someplace far away. Smelling of sulfur and brine.
 
   I squeezed my eyes shut and kept chanting, stretching my arms higher, deepening my voice, ignoring the frisson of warning along my skin.
 
    
 
   There is a reason for being. Journey here. Now. 
 
   May your masters honor and bow before you. Sending you on your way.
 
   You who laugh at the mortals. Come close.
 
   Echo-demon I summon thee!
 
    
 
   The wind picked up and I swore I could feel grit and sand abrading my skin. Kelly caught her breath. I kept my eyes closed.
 
    
 
   We welcome you demon of the deep. Come play with us. Show us your might.
 
    
 
   Demons did love a dare. 
 
   The lights in the room flickered then went out. My eyelids flew open. Fortunately the few kerosene lanterns stayed lit even as they cast long wavering shadows dancing across the room and deepening the darkness in all four corners.
 
   Mandy was no longer scowling but sending wary glances over both shoulders. Jaylene faced where the danger was greatest, head-on, towards the circle. After her childhood, what was one lone demon?
 
   Kelly’s breathing came short and shallow. I feared she’d hyperventilate before I finished the summoning. But I couldn’t stop now. The echo-demon was too close. I could feel its presence like sharp cat claws stepping paw-by-paw across my exposed arms. The tensing of my neck and shoulders. The knot tightening in my gut.
 
   “Come on,” I whispered. “Show your ugly face. Come forth and die.”
 
    
 
   Now! Echo-demon. Close nearby as day dissolves into night. Show us your—
 
    
 
   The explosion ripped through the room, tossing me far enough backwards that I landed with a curse on my tailbone. Ten feet in front of me, Jaylene and Mandy held their positions. They were no longer waiting or wary. Legs braced, swords held high, muscles tensed. They were ready for bear.
 
   Crap. Where was. . .Kelly had winked out. Only her sword shook in the flickering light. The late afternoon sky had clouded over, as if evil brought its own darkness. 
 
   And not one but three echo-demons swirled like a bad nightmare in the middle of the gym; twelve feet tall, brackish green in color, scales covering their bodies as they materialized into more corporeal shapes. First one, with three horns sprouting from his misshapen head, then the second, with a gaping mouth of shark-like teeth, and then the third, with a double-forked tail, each ending in a knobby spike.
 
   Oh by the Great Spirits, what had I done?
 
  
 
   
 
   
   CHAPTER 3
 
    
 
   Kelly’s sword splattered against the ground as the horned demon laughed. A rasping, high-pitched roar climbing the scales that could make a hardened soldier’s blood curdle and be heard as far as Washington D.C.
 
   What the heck were the four, or the three of us who were visible, to do now? 
 
   Not sit on our asses for sure. I pushed my hands to the floor to jump to my feet. Too late, I realized my mistake. I forgot my bleeding finger.
 
   Even this far from the kerosene lights I could see the splayed imprint of the fingers of my right hand against the floorboard. A jagged outline of blood from my still bleeding finger clearly visible. 
 
   I’d just given the demons permission to break the containment circle.
 
   “Watch out,” I shouted, slamming forward, unarmed. “They’re free.”
 
   Too late. The laughing one had already swooped toward Mandy who was whirling and slashing as if she’d been in sword fights all her life.
 
   Jaylene swore and attacked the two demons still wavering in the circle.
 
   Go Amazon!
 
   I rushed toward Kelly’s sword only to trip and fly, face first onto the floor beneath the nearest demon. The one with the snapping jaws who gaped down at me, looking as surprised as I was. At least I thought his expression was surprise and not, “oh-yippee-ki-yay—a snack.”
 
   I’d forgotten that just because I couldn’t see Kelly didn’t mean she wasn’t there.
 
   Idiot.
 
   Dead idiot if I didn’t do something.
 
   Kelly’s sword was out of my reach as I rolled away from a massive, clawed paw slamming the floorboards beside me. The two-tailed demon was no longer off guard and no longer immobilized. 
 
   But it would be, I thought, as I rolled onto my back, pulled my knees toward me, and thrust my feet out, hoping what I aimed for was a set of very large demon balls.
 
   Being raised with brothers taught me where males were most vulnerable and not to hold back when in a brawl. Especially a life or death one.
 
   A blood-curdling scream rattling my eardrums told me I’d guessed right.
 
   Score one for Noziak.
 
   The demon curled in on himself, not enough to be out of commission, but enough for me to clamber to my knees and slam a shoulder into the backside of the nearest other demon knee, the demon Jaylene battled.
 
   It faltered, but that was all. My shoulder would be black and blue for a week.
 
   Now I knew how David fighting Goliath felt. But at least he’d had a slingshot.
 
   Two-tail monster was straightening, looking as pissed off as an echo-demon could. He released another bone-rattling scream and lunged toward me. 
 
   The only place for me to back away was deeper beneath the shark-toothed one Jaylene fought. But if I scuttled too far beneath it, I risked Jaylene slashing me. Not far enough and I could be smashed by one of two-tail’s hammer tails or his reaching claws.
 
   “Alex!” Kelly screamed my name from somewhere outside the circle as I saw a sword sliding across the floor my way. I just hoped Kelly wasn’t attached to it. 
 
   I turned, curled, and lunged as if heading for home plate with a third out hanging in the balance.
 
   My grab for the sword was clumsy, but I wasn’t going for style points as I grabbed and thrust the slicing sword’s edge toward the nearest green. It proved to be the leg of the two-tailed monster that wanted me. Bad.
 
   “Take that. And that.” Yeah, I sounded like a cartoon character, but if I could shout I could still breathe as I slashed right and left, aiming for tendons, or joints, or anything that would topple this monster. I fought from the floor and then my knees. The team’s martial arts instructor was going to rake me over the coals for my sloppy control.
 
   If I lived.
 
   “Mandy,” I heard Jaylene scream somewhere to my right. “Get up.”
 
   Not sounding good.
 
   And all my slashing and hacking was like dismantling a California Redwood with a butter knife. Only this dude was yucky green and grinning as if it knew whatever I did was in vain.
 
   Think, Noziak, think.
 
   But with an echo-demon bearing down on me thinking was the last luxury I had. 
 
   I slammed the sword hard enough into the monster’s foot to earn another roar and vibrations up my arm as the blade bit into floorboard beneath the beast.
 
   Damn.
 
   “Noziak, roll away,” a voice shouted. Male. Must be Stone.
 
   Thank God, the cavalry had arrived. 
 
   I didn’t question but flipped into an awkward, wobbly roll taking me a few feet away from the heat of the battle. I hadn’t even come to a full stop when I heard a hissing rat-a-tat-tat like a muted jackhammer.
 
   What?
 
   I scrambled to my knees, sword held at an angle in front of me, my arms shaky from muscle burn and saw the two-tailed echo-demon doing the rumba.
 
   Wiping sweat out of my eyes. I could see it wasn’t dancing as much as reacting to a warfare stun gun gripped in the hands of Stone, standing not five feet from it. The scent of burning demon flesh made me throw my arm across my nose, but it didn’t help. Besides, I could see Jaylene needed backup with the two demons converging on Mandy.
 
   Jaylene held the most threatening demon at bay as I rose to my feet and rushed forward to do a swoop and grab toward Mandy who cradled her good arm and was tottering on her feet. Of course a swoop and grab works best when the other person knows I’m coming, is capable of grabbing my arm back, and isn’t freaked to the max. Instead I did a body tackle that splayed Mandy on the floor a good ten feet from the nearest monster. I jackknifed to my feet, hearing her cussing a string of Spanish I didn’t want to know the meaning of.
 
   “You’re welcome,” I shouted as I ran and slashed at the nearest demon, the shark-jawed one. 
 
   “Just hold them off,” I panted at Jaylene, fighting almost shoulder to shoulder, which wasn’t smart with swords, but we’d gone from smart to suicidal the second the demons had appeared. I’d be happy for survival. 
 
   “Stone coming.” Hack. 
 
   “Stun gun.” Hack. Hack. 
 
   “Hold on.” Splat.
 
   An arm bigger than my mid-section swatted my shoulder and sent me careening into the nearest wall, taking out a kerosene lantern on the way, and ending in a sprawl against wooden side boards.
 
   The air whooshed out of me as the lantern winked, then sputtered out. I swear my bones rattled.
 
   “What the . . .” I raised my head enough to see Stone had one demon down, but not dead, unless they could twitch indefinitely. Stone was tasering the horned one while Jaylene had taken over swiping at Jaws. But her strikes were wide and weakening.
 
   Swords weren’t cutting it. Pun intended as I scrambled for what would stop these things. For good.
 
   A drop of blood slipped into my vision from a cut near my right eye. It stung like a banshee’s bite but knocked some sense into me.
 
   At last.
 
   I’d summoned the demons. I should be able to send them back. 
 
   Optimum word being the word should.
 
   I mentally apologized to my dad for the second vow I was breaking. Calling forth demons, of any kind, came at a cost. Sending them back did not eliminate the price the one who summoned them had to pay. This was not a child’s game.
 
   No kidding. 
 
   Besides I didn’t know if I had enough left in me to do anything except flap my hands, and even that was in doubt.
 
   I wavered to my feet, bending at the waist as cracked or broken ribs were not giving me much leeway. 
 
   Fine. I stretched my arms from there, no doubt looking more like a bowing supplicant than an all-powerful witch-shaman. 
 
   Inhaling as deep a breath as I could, I tried to ground myself in the moment, ignoring Jaylene and Stone fighting without me as I shouted the names of the four elemental kings.
 
    
 
   Yod He Vau He, king of the east.
 
   Adoni, king of the south.
 
   Eheieh, king of the west.
 
   Agla, king of the north, from whence all warriors abide.
 
   Call back those who belong to you.
 
    
 
   My voice wasn’t loud enough. I sounded more like a wheezing lightweight. But if I didn’t get this spell cast, Jaylene was going down. Then Stone. Then the rest of us.
 
    
 
   I straightened a little more, gasping at the pain and pushing it to the side, ignoring my blurring vision. 
 
    
 
   I conjure thee O Circle of Power that beist a boundary between the realms of men and the realms of demon-kind.
 
   Guardian and Protection I shall preserve and contain.
 
   As I have called so shall I send.
 
   Be gone!
 
   Demons of the deep. Be gone!
 
    
 
   I slid to my knees, every ounce of energy within me sucked dry. Except for one last call.
 
    
 
   Be gone!
 
    
 
   The power of three. With a loud crack as if something solid torn asunder shook the room, Jaylene staggered backwards. Mandy remained curled on the floor. And even Stone, the one amongst us with the most battle experience, swayed.
 
   But I didn’t care. Not then. Right then I was a hundred percent focused on the swirl of orange and red sweeping from what had been the middle of the containment circle. Only now it was a vacuum of power, a whirlwind spinning counter clockwise and inhaling the three demons as if they were fallen leaves.
 
   Stone ducked. Jaylene fell to her knees, head bowed. 
 
   Kelly’s voice shouted, “Take that you green baddies.”
 
   Baddies? Muggers and forgers were baddies. Echo-demons in mass? Oh, we’d passed baddies a long time ago.
 
   The volcano of power whirled and twirled and then, poof, disappeared.
 
   And silence reigned, broken only by the hiss of the remaining lanterns, heavy breathing by all of us, and a small whimper from someone. I couldn’t even manage that.
 
   Jaylene crawled toward where Mandy lay in a motionless fetal curl. Stone looked around as if not trusting the disappearance, or he was trying to figure out where Kelly was.
 
   I just concentrated on my next shallow breath. It was all I could do. That and try not to let go and sink into the oblivion clawing at me. 
 
   Noziaks didn’t faint. 
 
   Until Jaylene called out, her voice hard and guttural, “She’s dead. You killed her.”
 
   Damn, what had I done?
 
   Maybe, just this once a Noziak could black out.
 
  
 
   
 
   
   CHAPTER 4
 
    
 
   The following morning I was still asking myself what had I done wrong. But for different reasons.
 
   I was flat on my back in one of those sterile hospital beds in the compound’s infirmary. Morning light cantered through the side windows, making everything look more metallic and white than it was, if that were possible. 
 
   You know the uppity-ups expected a high-casualty rate when the fanciest, most well-equipped room I’d seen so far at the training ground was the hospital. No doubt this place saw a lot of action. I hadn’t seen the morgue yet, so maybe that was even more state-of-the-art.
 
   “You’re an idiota, Noziak. You know that? A freaking pendejo.”
 
   And this was my punishment. A bed next to Mandy with no bars, no sound baffling, and no referee between us. 
 
   Jaylene had been wrong. Mandy hadn’t died. Close, but not close enough. She might feel like death was still an option, but she was alive and kicking with her mouth, the only weapon still available to her. And man, was she using it.
 
   A very small, very petty part of me wondered what it’d take to quiet a spirit walker? What kind of dispersing spell might work? Not for good, but long enough to have her shut up.
 
   But it seems that it takes a lot more than an echo-demon attack to take out a Latina spirit walker.
 
   My luck.
 
   “Didn’t the doctors tell you to keep a lid on it?” I snarled back, wishing I could turn on my side away from her, but the bandaged ribs, cracked not broken, and bruises along both shoulders made that move too painful to contemplate. And it was only last week that I’d regained use of my left hand, badly mauled by a Were-hyena the first week of training.
 
   “Docs said I was lucky to be alive. No thanks to you.”
 
   “Weren’t you the one busting my chops to get a little demon action?” I asked in my smarmiest, sugar-coated voice. The one my brothers would recognize meant walk warily around me. But Mandy was not one of my brothers, or my family, or even a friend.
 
   Damn, I should have accepted the pain meds when they’d offered them earlier. But no, Noziaks didn’t do painkillers. 
 
   “You are one dumbass bruja,” Mandy continued as if she hadn’t heard me. “And you’re supposed to be our ace in the hole. More like ass in the hole. Our asses, your hole.”
 
   Okay, I got it. She had a busted arm, a fracture in her right leg, and a gash or two, or maybe more, but that didn’t mean I had to lie here and take her crap. Not when I had enough crap of my own swirling through me.
 
   Guilt. Regret. Anger. 
 
   Mandy was right. I’d nearly killed the whole squad in one training exercise. And I hadn’t even told them it was a bloody miracle that the dispersal ritual had worked. Stone expected us to work together as a unit, dependent on each other for survival when we faced nonhumans on assignment. What was going to happen when we hit the real world, with real demons and other monsters that made echo-demons look like pussycats? 
 
   My mind whirred through a litany of bad-ass non-humans and they were only the ones I knew about, no telling what other ghoulies walked the earth.
 
   Maybe life in prison wasn’t such a bad option. There all I’d have to worry about was staying alive. Here I had that to deal with while praying to the Great Spirits I didn’t kill anyone else. Especially someone depending on me to protect them. What if it had been Kelly in that bed instead of smart-mouthed Mandy? The room would be quieter, but the guilt would be even worse. Or Kelly in the morgue because of me?
 
   That was it. Let the IR team be minus a worthless witch-shaman. Let them find someone else to summon evil and battle it at the same time. I sucked at both abilities.
 
   “I’m out of here,” I mumbled, grabbing the bedsheets with a white-knuckled grip to yank me into a sitting position, one accompanied by a lot of grimaces and shallow breaths. 
 
   First stop: tell Ling Mai, head of this organization, that I was reneging on my earlier agreement. I was now opting for Door Number One. Life in prison for killing the rogue Were who’d attacked my brother. 
 
   Second stop: say goodbye to Kelly, the only one of the IR team members who would actually notice I wasn’t around anymore. Vaughn, the team leader, might catch that I’d vamoosed, but I didn’t want to hang around long enough to track her down.
 
    Third stop: find a phone and call my dad before I was hauled off in cuffs.
 
   Yup, sounded like a plan to me. Sweat had popped out on my forehead by the time my bare feet hit the coolness of the linoleum floor.
 
   “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” Mandy grumbled, turning her head in my direction. 
 
   She looked like hell, with green and blue bruises marring her face, her jaw swollen, and a killer of a black right eye. For once, I didn’t feel like pointing out the bad news.
 
   “I’m going back to where I belong,” I managed between gritted teeth. Both feet were now on the floor, but I was standing only by my death grip on the bed and sweat soaked my cotton hospital gown.
 
   “You’re heading back to Podunk, nowhere Idaho?”
 
   “It’s Mud Lake.” I shook my head. Big mistake as the ringing bells took up residence and my vision blurred. “And no, I’m goin’ to prison.”
 
   Mandy actually whistled, one of those low, can’t-believe-what-I’m-hearing sounds. 
 
   That made me crack a smile. Now I knew how to shut her up. Shock her into silence.
 
   But she surprised me. Before I could do anything more than breathe Mandy was back chewing on me. “Ling Mai’s under a lot of pressure to make the agency succeed.”
 
   “And I should care because?”
 
   “She’ll sacrifice any of us in a heartbeat if it makes the team stronger. Especially a screwed-up witch.”
 
   “Don’t you get it? I’m making her job easier.” I exhaled and shuffled forward.
 
   “Ling Mai doesn’t like to fail. You bail on her,  there’ll be a bigger cost than going back to wherever you came from.”
 
   Maybe, maybe not. If I bailed that might save face for Ling Mai. It wasn’t like I was screwing up a mission and she had to scramble to hide the fact one of her agents couldn’t cut it.
 
   I glanced around the room, looking for where they’d stashed my clothes when the thud of footsteps marching down the hallway made me look up. Another painful move that had me sucking air. Who knew how much of a person’s ribcage was attached to the rest of their body?
 
   It was M.T. Stone, looking as gruff and dangerous as he was, even if he wasn’t that much older than I was. He was the poster boy for what an assassin should look like: whipcord lean, muscles rippling beneath his black t-shirt, hair that dark shade between brown and black and cut short, so short an opponent wouldn’t have anything to grab in hand-to-hand combat.
 
   As if any opponent were stupid enough to even try. Stone had that edgy danger vibe that either said psychotic threat or lethal mercenary. I hadn’t made up my mind which it was, even if Vaughn and he were now an item. 
 
   Our team leader must like walking on the wild side. Waking up next to Stone would be like waking up next to a hungry panther. Not an easy thing to do.
 
   But no longer my problem. Vaughn was a big girl and could handle herself way better than her debutante image made you think. 
 
   And Stone? He’d always land on his feet, most likely with a dead body nearby.
 
   But I was determined to say my goodbyes, pack what I could take to the Gray House, and head out as soon as I could move.
 
   “What do you want?” I growled at Stone, not caring if I sounded snarly and pissed off. He wasn’t my instructor anymore.
 
   “Where you going?” he asked in that low-timbered, hint of a Southern charm voice, that left no doubt he was going to get answers.
 
   “She’s goin’ to prison,” Mandy piped up from the other bed. “Knew she was a lightweight. Goin’ when the goin’ gets tough.”
 
   If I could have swung round and bopped her one I would have. No Noziak was a lightweight unless they were dead, and I wasn’t running away. No matter what it looked like.
 
   “That true?” Stone asked, holding his ground, like a steel wall to walk through, rather than around.
 
   “Yeah.” I ducked my head. “I’m out of here.”
 
   He shrugged. Which stung. No pep talk, no convincing me I was wrong, just a roll of the shoulders that made me feel like an A-plus loser. That and it made me want to crawl back in the bed and pull the white sheets over my head.
 
   “Better report to Ling Mai first,” he said, as if my bailing were expected and not news. “She’ll want to know.”
 
   Well screw him and his stick-up-the-backside attitude. Same with Mandy. This time tomorrow and they’d be so far behind me I’d forget their names in a week.
 
   “Good.” I straightened but couldn’t stop a wince, which Stone caught but said nothing except narrowing his eyes. “I was heading to Ling Mai as soon as I found where my clothes were stashed.”
 
   I wasn’t crawling to the director in a wispy hospital gown. Enough of me had been stripped already. My determination, my pride, my backbone. I’d salvage what I could, even if it killed me to wrestle into a pair of jeans and a t-shirt.
 
   Stone marched over to a cupboard behind the open door, flung it open, grabbed a stack of clothes that stunk of sweat and echo-demon slime, tossed them on my bed and said, “I’ll wait for you outside.”
 
   It was all I could do not to stick my tongue out at him as the door clicked shut behind his exit.
 
   Supercilious prig. 
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Thirty minutes later I knew I was right about two things. Tussling into day old, stiff clothes was not a piece of cake, and left me sweating and bracing my legs to hold myself upright. And the second thing: I was more determined than ever to say goodbye to the Invisible Recruit agency and compound.
 
   That’s what I kept repeating to myself as I followed Stone’s straight back gait over what must have been a mile of hallways until we reached Ling Mai’s office in the main house. The compound had started life as a summer retreat for a wealthy DC mucky-muck back when rich houses meant tons of stone, rare woods, high ceilings, and a staff of servants to dust and clean the place. 
 
   My shuffling footsteps echoed on the wood floors as we came to Ling Mai’s closed door and Stone stopped. He shot me an appraising glance, one that had his eyes narrowing again. “You’re sure you’re up to this?”
 
   How many times did I have to repeat to myself that Noziaks were not lightweights? Though I could understand why Stone’s basilisk-like face actually showed concern. Even if the expression was gone as fast as it’d appeared. 
 
   My skin was clammy with sweat, hair tendrils glued to my face though my waist-length hair was pulled back into a ragged braid. I was breathing heavily, if in short gasps, and was chewing my lip to keep from moaning. “I’m sure.” I wished it hadn’t come out like a wimpy whisper.
 
   Stone straightened. “Fine. Your call.” He knocked once then pushed the door open. “After you.”
 
   The man was not a half-wit. Facing Ling Mai with news she didn’t want was only for fools or desperate idiots. I fell into both categories.
 
   “Miss Noziak.” Ling Mai nodded her regal head an inch as I shuffled into her office, a setting that matched her cosmopolitan background. Gold brocaded chairs, an ornate desk that was probably some fancy furniture style, Louis the XIV or something, a small Chinese altar very discreetly tucked into the feng shui power position, according to Jaylene. 
 
   Ling Mai was Director of the IR Agency, a gracious Amerasian woman of indeterminate age, but probably somewhere between thirty-five and late forties, killer looks, and a soul-deep poise, especially in times of crisis. Her self-assurance made me feel like I still carried the dirt of Mud Lake, Idaho on my boots. 
 
   She was the last person one would suspect of running a group of covert operatives tasked by the U.S. alphabet agencies to do the jobs they couldn’t or wouldn’t tackle. And only a few power brokers in those agencies knew about the recruits’ additional abilities. The woo-woo factor. Most humans didn’t know or believe in non-humans, but a rare few of the ones we had to interact with did. And less than a handful of those truly believed in our abilities. Bottom line, ninety-nine percent of those who knew about us didn’t believe in what we could do and were just waiting for us to fail. 
 
   The one percent? They were the dangerous ones because they were the ones smart enough to know that non-humans and humans existed side by side. Knew and meant to retain the status quo between two worlds existing among each other. Humans did not want to know about non-humans. Funny thing was most non-humans felt the same way, happy to hide their abilities and talents to avoid witch hunts and wholesale slaughter.
 
   We non-humans, the organized ones, governed ourselves using the Council of Seven. Seven of the most populous beings—shifters, demons, shamans, fae, mages, druids, and vampires—with one representative elected for a lifetime position. They held ultimate power among the law-abiding non-humans and the council’s sole function was to keep the knowledge of non-humans from humans. Not an easy task but a necessary one. 
 
   I was so focused on thoughts of the council, the same council who let me be imprisoned for an unintentional killing I committed, that I almost missed Ling Mai’s next words. 
 
   “Congratulations on the success of your summoning exercise,” she said, setting down a Mont Blanc pen, a whisper of a smile shadowing her lips. “I knew you could live up to your promise.”
 
   I glanced at Stone to see if this was some kind of a joke. He kept his face blank, eyes forward, hands clasped behind his back at parade rest. He couldn’t have shouted you’re-on-your-own-Noziak any louder.
 
   Fine. I was used to fighting my own battles. But I didn’t really mean to blurt out my next words. “I just about killed the whole team. I wouldn’t call that a success.”
 
   Ling Mai allowed one elegant brow to arch. “And yet you summoned a demon.”
 
   “Three,” I mumbled under my breath.
 
   “And you were able to send them away.”
 
   Barely.
 
   “Did you expect any of this to be easy?”
 
   I shrugged.
 
   “Then don’t behave like a disappointed child. You are undisciplined, only because you choose to be.” 
 
   Ouch.
 
   She continued, “To become proficient with any ability you must practice at all times. Without practice you are an empty vessel, of no use to anyone.”
 
   From what Ling Mai had told me when she recruited me, she was right. She’d said it’d be hard and there would be casualties. What I hadn’t realized was I didn’t care to be the one killing my fellow teammates, intentionally or not. It was clear as an Idaho blue sky that Ling Mai and I were on opposite sides of a great divide as to what was acceptable to get the job done.
 
   She swept an elegant hand toward two chairs facing the desk. “Come closer and sit down.”
 
   “I’d rather stand,” I said, squaring my shoulders and raising my chin. “I’m here to tell you I’m leaving.”
 
   There. That wasn’t too hard.
 
   “Oh.” Ling Mai clasped her hands in front of her on the desk, the picture of calm control. 
 
   I wanted to slam fists to her pristine desk, shout, throw something, anything to break her serene expression.
 
   Yeah, lady, you’ll have to find another patsy to sacrifice for the greater good. Ling Mai’s perceived good.
 
   Instead of speaking to me she angled her head toward Stone. “You were aware of this decision?” she asked, as if Stone did my thinking for me.
 
   “She told me in the infirmary.”
 
   “Did you tell her what has been happening?”
 
   Damn, I hated it when people spoke as if I weren’t in the room. “Tell me what?” I demanded, as if I cared. Not really since I was out of here. 
 
   “Please, Miss Noziak.” Ling Mai pointed to the chairs again. This time I shuffled toward one and plopped into it. Easier than continuing to be bull-headed and risk toppling as my knees had begun to shake.
 
   “Thank you. Now, Mr. Stone.” Ling Mai managed more communication in a nod, a smile, and crease of her eyes than most drill sergeants were able to produce in a whole repertoire of barked orders. 
 
   Once Stone took his seat, more graciously than I had, Ling Mai reached for a lavender-colored folder on her desk. Who kept purple folders for important information? The woman was in a league of her own. She didn’t open the folder but placed it beneath her clasped hands as if reading whatever was in it by osmosis.
 
   “I’m afraid I have some disturbing news, Miss Noziak. News that I had planned to impart to the whole team later this morning, but which I’ll share with you now.”
 
   Okay, I was as much a sucker for a secret as the next woman, but when I caught myself leaning forward in my chair, I pulled myself back. 
 
   No one said anything though. In the interest of prodding this show along I circled my fingers, the only thing on my body that didn’t ache if I kept the movement slow and my arms flat against the chair’s armrests. “So what’s this news?”
 
   “We are seeing a disturbing increase in the number of negative incidents involving non-humans and humans,” she said, which wasn’t really saying a whole lot.
 
   I glanced at Stone but spoke to Ling Mai. “But there have always been human and non-human interactions. Most humans just don’t realize what they are dealing with, and from what I know, most non-humans prefer to keep it that way.”
 
   This I knew firsthand. My father was a recognized Shoshone shaman, though few outside of the tribe were aware of his designation. And only one within the tribe, and no one in the general population except for his immediate family, knew he was also a shifter. He and my four brothers. I, being the only girl, bypassed the shifter gene and took after my mother, a full-blown Celtic witch. Which is where I got my green eyes and my propensity for spell casting, rusty as it was.
 
   “Correct, Miss Noziak.” Ling Mai nodded as if I’d answered an easy question on a pop quiz. “Humans and non-humans have existed side-by-side for centuries.”
 
   Yeah, I got it. Most humans were clueless about their non-human peers. The only way non-humans could protect themselves, even though they were by far the more dangerous species. Dangerous but they could still be killed by people who didn’t like to share their world with anything other than themselves. From a non-human perspective most humans operated from a kill-first-then-ask-questions-afterwards position.
 
   I think Ling Mai actually may have forgotten her control long enough to sigh. The woman must be seriously bothered. “Not all non-humans are dangerous, though there are enough races that can be a threat to humans if they decide to change the current status quo.”
 
   Obviously I’d hit my head harder than I’d realized as I stumbled through translating her words. Finally I spread my hands and asked, “Who’s changing the status quo? And why?”
 
   “Good questions and ones I’m afraid we don’t have the answers for.”
 
   “Yet,” Stone growled with a low-timbre sound that sent chills snaking down my back.
 
   “But someone or something is?” I leaned forward in earnest now. “Are you sure?”
 
   I wondered how much she knew about the Council of Seven? Not that blabbing about them was going to make me friends with that group. Just the opposite. One spoke of the council only if they were tired of living.
 
   “The signs are pointing not only to an increase in agitation among the non-human population, but a possible union among non-human groups.”
 
   “What?” I glanced at granite-faced Stone before continuing. “You mean like Weres aligning with shifters? Or the fae joining forces with the pixies? Not likely.”
 
   “I’m afraid it’s not only possible, but it’s already begun.” I heard a tremor of deep unease beneath Ling Mai’s tone.
 
   That was seriously bad news, if it was true.
 
   “But most of the non-human populations are enemies. Going back centuries and beyond. What would cause them to play nicey-nicey together now?” I asked.
 
   It was Stone who answered. “An organized bid for power. Someone or something has found a way to set aside differences for a unified goal. Something that’s changed in the non-human world that’s more a threat than exposure to humans.”
 
    “No freakin’ way.” I was sure this was a ploy to justify the existence, and thus the funding of the IR Agency. That was all. 
 
   I guess my look said what I was thinking as Ling Mai shook her head. “We are not fabricating these incidents,” she said. 
 
   The lady could be seriously spooky.
 
   “In fact, the agency was conceived knowing full well that this scenario was a very real possibility at some time.”
 
   Stone jumped in. “We didn’t expect to see the signs this early. The signs and the speed at which the agitation is growing.”
 
   “Meaning what?” I ignored the worry swirling in my gut. I had lived among shifters and Weres. I knew how dangerous they could be if unleashed on humans. But the thought of Weres joining with vamps, fae, or demons chilled my blood.
 
   “We’re hearing of sightings worldwide,” Stone said, angling forward, leaning his elbows on his knees and clasping his hands together. “But it’s not that non-humans are coming forward to be seen, it’s what they have been doing.”
 
   “Such as?” 
 
   Stone nodded toward the file on Ling Mai’s desk. “A cadre of shifters and vamps broke into two Swiss banks a week ago.”
 
   “Stealing money?”
 
   “Customer information,” Ling Mai said, the single word hanging like an iron weight in the room.
 
   Since I came from a background where scraping together and doing without was the norm, and becoming a beauty operator was a step up financially, I was confused. “Why a bank? Or banks?”
 
   “Not just any bank, but banks that service some of the richest individuals and corporations in the world.”
 
   I shrugged.
 
   “Information is power,” Ling Mai said, “With the lists removed from just those two banks, a third of the world’s most influential and powerful people can be identified and compromised if the details of their financial holdings, holdings which they work hard to hide, are revealed to their enemies or competitors.”
 
   “Okay. I can see where this isn’t a great scenario,” I offered, thinking the situation might suck for some mucky muck who wanted to hide his fortune, but other than that, so what?
 
   “There have been several more incidents,” Stone added. “A bio-research lab in Russia, which is one of the two locations where the remaining, live smallpox virus is stored, had a break-in yesterday.”
 
   “Which means?” Usually I wasn’t  this slow on the uptake but my head was ringing and the effort to just inhale my next breath was taking all of my concentration.
 
   “Which means the virus can be replicated and used in germ warfare.” Ling Mai looked at me closely.
 
   “Against humans?”
 
   She nodded. “Combine germ warfare with magic and the potential for disaster is multiplied.”
 
   That was an understatement. “Who was behind that event?”
 
   “We only have information from the survivors but from initial reports fae and Weres joined forces to stage the break-in. It’s hard to verify as most of the video cameras were destroyed,” Stone answered. “Or wiped clean by magic.”
 
   “But these still sound like isolated events,” I said, wanting to hide my head a little deeper in the sand, remembering Ling Mai’s words when she’d first recruited me. There were three ways to deal with the world of non-humans: ignore them and hope they go away, fight them directly, or seek to understand them so should the time come when humans and non-humans became aware of one another officially, hard choices could be made from a solid understanding.
 
   “The incidents could be isolated, but we’ve received intel from an operative deep undercover in a shifter colony in Europe that there are rumors circulating about one leader being the puppet master.”
 
   My oldest brother Van was stationed in Europe with NATO. Yeah, he was a shifter, but a lot of shifters and Weres worked for military organizations throughout the world. They could fit into the regimented hierarchy and structured environment easier than a lot of other career options. 
 
   “That sounds like pretty vague intel,” I pointed out the obvious. “Any clue who the leader is? Or what species he is? Or even what he wants?”
 
   Stone shot a quick glance at Ling Mai who angled her head as she answered me. “Unfortunately our undercover man disappeared before he was able to send details.”
 
   “Sucks for him,” I whispered, knowing full well what wasn’t said. Some stranger had most likely given his life for his country. That would be the good news. A quick death versus being held captive by non-humans to extract every thought from his head before killing him. 
 
   “Yeah, it does suck for him,” Stone said, his voice suddenly gentle. 
 
   I glanced his way. With his military background, he, more than the rest of us, had to know what it meant to die far from home, with no blaze of glory or heroic flag waving. More often than not an unmarked grave, if there were enough pieces to gather together. 
 
   But none of this really had anything to do with me. My being here or not, given what a mess I was at being a functioning witch, would not change what happened to the missing agent, or the upcoming battle between humans and non-humans. In fact, my being out of the line of fire was probably the best thing that could happen to the rest of the team, given Ling Mai’s acceptance of collateral damage.
 
   “Not my problem,” I said, straightening my shoulders and looking Ling Mai in her dark eyes. “Last thing anyone needs is a witch who can’t control her abilities. Can you see what would have happened if those echo-demons had escaped the gym yesterday? More human casualties not less.”
 
   “I’m afraid you’re wrong, Alex,” Stone said, keeping his gaze focused on his clasped hands.
 
   “Are you kidding? The size and power of those demons could have decimated dozens if not hundreds if they’d—”
 
   “Not what I’m talking about,” he interrupted.
 
   “Then what?” I spread my hands before me. “I’ve already killed once. I don’t want to use magic to take more lives, especially those of my teammates. My going or staying won’t make a difference to anyone.”
 
   “You’re wrong, Miss Noziak.” Ling Mai shot me that even, calm gaze that gave me the willies. “It will matter to one in particular.”
 
   “Who?” I flung the word out like a dare, not liking being kept in the dark.
 
   “Your brother,” Stone said, his words so low I had to shift toward him to catch them.
 
   “Which brother? Are you threatening one of them. . . “ my words trailed off at his shaking his head. 
 
   Coldness started low in my belly and grew. I was proud though that I kept my voice steady as I started putting two and two together. “Which brother?”
 
   Ling Mai answered. “The missing operative—”
 
   “Van?” I whispered past a bone-dry throat.
 
   Ling Mai nodded.
 
  
 
   
 
   
   CHAPTER 5
 
    
 
   There are some times in your life that you can clearly point to a before and an after. Before you enter school and after. Before you have sex for the first time and after. Before I heard Ling Mai’s words and after.
 
   I couldn’t find anything to say. As if all thought had fled, all ability to speak, all ability to feel. Instead I focused on the mundane: the tick of a grandfather clock behind the closed hallway door, the subtle scent of Ling Mai’s jasmine perfume, Stone’s breathing in the chair next to me.
 
   Inside I screamed until I was hoarse. Not Van. Please, please, please not Van. Tears acid-etched my eyes. But Noziaks didn’t cry in public.
 
   I swallowed past the lump clogging my throat. “When. . .” 
 
   “Two days ago,” Stone answered. 
 
   “And no one told me?” Find a convenient punching bag. Stone was close, and he could take it.
 
   “We were, right after the demon summoning.”
 
   “Which I screwed up and ended up in the infirmary.” Crap times ten. I couldn’t even point the finger at someone else. I raised my head, spearing Ling Mai with a tell-me-and-tell-me-straight look Noziaks’ learned before they learned to crawl. “Is he alive?”
 
   “From everything that we know,” she replied, softening her words as if that would soften their blow.
 
   I slammed to my feet, grabbing the edge of the chair to keep from toppling. Stone was right beside me, his left hand steadying me, his expression harsh, but not for me. “We’re doing everything we can to find and bring him home,” he said.
 
   Did I believe him? Or trust him? 
 
   “I want…I want…oh, hell.” I sank back into the chair, knowing full well I was the only one who really gave a damn if Van lived or died. 
 
   So if he was to be saved, I was his best bet. 
 
   “Where was he last sighted.” I was already planning how I could get from Maryland to Europe.
 
   But no one answered. I glanced at Stone, then Ling Mai, then back at Stone. I asked him, “What?”
 
   Ling Mai answered. “You cannot leave the compound or the agency, Miss Noziak.”
 
   “Except for prison,” said Stone,’ voice brittle as ice.
 
   I pressed back into my chair. Moments ago prison was exactly what I’d wanted. But now? Van needed help and I was jammed tighter than a bear in a badger’s hole.
 
   It was Ling Mai I faced. “You’d hold me to that agreement? Now?”
 
   “Yes.” 
 
   How could one word gut a person?
 
   She continued, “This is not a personal decision, Miss Noziak; this is a pragmatic one. Our agreement was clear. A year as an IR agent or prison. You leave here and it will be to the PWCC.”
 
   Pocatello Women’s Correctional Center. Yeah, I knew that, but knowing and wanting it, now, was a world apart.
 
   “So you’d send me to prison rather than let me help Van. And what about him? If I choose PWCC?” My tone was bitter, scalding acid biting from deep inside me.
 
   Stone shrugged, a wealth of words unspoken but needing no translation. If I bailed, Van died for sure. If I stayed? What then? 
 
   One small step away from prison and walking away from the only group that stood a chance going up against non-humans. And we sucked.
 
   I scrubbed my face with both hands before I spoke again. “If I stay, is there anything we can do?” I raised my head then, knowing I looked as desperate as I sounded. “Anything?”
 
   Ling Mai nodded and I’d have sold my soul for her, even as I loathed her with a hatred so deep it burned black within me. This woman didn’t care about me, or Van, or anyone. Pragmatic my ass. She was a lethal bitch and she held my life hostage. My life and Van’s.
 
   Van wasn’t just my older brother; he was my best friend. My protector. The one I could cry on when I missed the mother I barely knew. The one who would fight my battles for me until I got big enough and strong enough to fight my own. The one who explained to Dad why I was disappearing into a shadow world no one could speak about until my time was served. Or I died. 
 
   Van was my hero and I felt so damned useless sitting here, trapped but still safe even if I was banged up, but only because of my own failures as a witch. 
 
   Ling Mai cleared her throat. “We need what your brother knows. We also need your abilities.”
 
   Yeah, right.
 
   Stone added, “We won’t stop until we bring him home.”
 
   A smidge of unexpected compassion. I wanted to believe him, but my trust level was at an all-time low. But what choice did I have? Leave, knowing my actions doomed Van, or stay, and give him what small thread of hope I could. 
 
   “I’ll stay,” I said, the words a vow and an oath. I could be as cold as Ling Mai. As long as her goal was to save Van, I’d do whatever it took, use whoever I had to. 
 
   And if her goal changed? I’d cross that bridge when I got to it.
 
   Right then and there I wondered how human Ling Mai was. She had all the attributes of a vampire: cold, calculating, and without remorse, no matter whose life was on the line. If she was human, she was a sociopath. Bad news was, she was also my best chance to save Van.
 
    When I was sure my eyes were not tear-bright I lifted my head and asked, “What now?”
 
   Ling Mai cut a glance at Stone before answering. “We do have a single person assignment for you at this time.” 
 
   “Van?” Hope fluttered like a trapped hawk within my breast.
 
   Stone shook his head. “You’re in no physical condition to go up against the types holding him.”
 
   The hawk died. “But—”
 
   “We’ll be sending your teammates to turn over some rocks.” His tone brooked no argument.
 
   “Turn over rocks? That’s pretty lame. We need mountains turned over, and now. If you won’t do it I will.”
 
   “Relax.” Stone raised one hand. “Just checking to see if demon-summoning Alex was on board or pussy-whipped Alex was still hanging around.” 
 
   “Stick it where the sun doesn’t shine,” I snarled, earning a quick cant of Stone’s lips. The man was a sadist.
 
   It suddenly hit me, “Does my dad know?”
 
   Damn, it’d kill him if he did. He probably knew something was up, being a shaman with great abilities, but he’d learned over the years not to over react to what he could see through his shamanic sight. There was seeing, and then there was knowing.
 
   “He’s been informed that your brother’s missing but not the details surrounding the incident,” Stone said. “Or the danger.”
 
   Thank the Great Spirits for that. I’d have to get ahold of Dad as soon as I could or he’d be knocking down the doors of the compound looking for me to find Van, even if he didn’t know where I was. Dad was that good a shaman, and I didn’t need that complication.
 
   As for me? Whatever waste of time, for the good of the team assignment they stuck me on, didn’t mean that was all I had to do. If I was out of prison, and alive, I could help Van. 
 
   Yup, Noziaks were bottom-line kind of thinkers and my bottom-line had become save Van. No matter what.
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
   CHAPTER 6
 
    
 
   Once Ling Mai and Stone believed that I was willing to toe the party line and be a good little, obedient IR recruit in training, or at least act like one, Stone left to round up the rest of the team. Those that were still ambulatory.
 
   I took my sweet time moving from Ling Mai’s office into what looked like a corporate boardroom. Not that we had all that many in Mud Lake, but once I’d been arrested for murder, I’d seen a number of these places while dealing with lawyers and judges and prosecutors out for blood. 
 
   The agency’s boardroom was more upscale than any I’d seen in Idaho, but still focused on function, with a plasma screen console, comfy leather chairs so your butt felt better before it was hung out to dry, and enough hardwood to qualify as a museum of dead trees.
 
   Ling Mai didn’t chitchat with me. Not that she would normally, psychopaths didn’t do small talk, but the woman was smart enough to know that I’d probably go for her jugular today.
 
   It took a few minutes for the other recruits to shuffle in. Jaylene first, giving me a stink-eye look that bounced right off. After the morning I’d had, it’d take more than prissy glances to phase me.
 
   Kelly came next looking like I felt, ripped apart but still walking. “Oh Alex, I’m so, so sorry,” she said even before she was through the door. She walked right up to my chair as if heading for an execution. 
 
   “Sorry for what?” I asked, backtracking to remember what I’d missed.
 
   “For. . .” She fluttered her hands. “You know. For disappearing on you. And everyone.” She cast a wary eye at Jaylene.
 
   I actually laughed. It was more bark than a happy sound, but I’d forgotten about the gym for a few moments. “Kelly, I was the one who called three bad-ass demons instead of one. I should be the one apologizing.”
 
   “Damn right,” Jaylene snarled. 
 
   I flipped her off just as Vaughn walked into the room and caught the gesture. She rolled her eyes with a children-play-nice look that reduced Jaylene and me to playground brawlers.
 
   How’d she and Ling Mai do that with just a look?
 
   Kelly grabbed the chair nearest me, which I thought was very nice of her, given Jaylene had plopped herself down as far away as possible while still being in the same room. That could be my eau-du-demon-slime encrusted clothes reeking, or just her being her. Vaughn took a place opposite me but still within arm’s length. Which let me know where I stood. 
 
   Kindergarten teacher Kelly wasn’t pissed at me, wary but more guilty for her own falling short, so she wasn’t busy casting stones. Team leader Vaughn was neutral, which fit her position and style. The lady might be a former debutante but she was also nine-tenths diplomat, a role her old man had held before he took over the CIA. Jaylene was definitely in the same camp as Mandy. The card carrying blame-Alex-for-screwing-up cadre. 
 
   And these ladies were the ones I was to trust with my life for the next eleven months. Lucky me.
 
   But it wasn’t the next year I was thinking about right then. It was how soon could I find Van and would this team help or hinder me? If they hindered, they’d be under my bus.
 
   “Ladies.” Ling Mai brought us to order. “In spite of the fact you have not yet finished your official training program, due to the success you had on your last mission we’ve been asked to complete two limited but important operations.” Ling Mai’s smile was tight and on the small side. She did emotion on the level Jaylene did, zilch to grudgingly. 
 
   “Non-human this time?” Jaylene asked, never one to shy away from plain speaking. If I didn’t think she was such a PIA I could admire that about her. But not today.
 
   Ling Mai’s smile dimmed. “Yes and no.”
 
   “You want to explain that?” Jaylene pressed.
 
   “Jaylene, you and Kelly along with Mr. Stone will be sent on a mission that will place you in contact with non-humans.”
 
   “Hurrah,” Jaylene murmured under her breath. But I couldn’t tell if it was sarcastic or not. Maybe echo-demon butt-kicking hadn’t been enough for her. Next to me I noticed Kelly went very still.
 
   Ling Mai continued in her precise, calm way. “At this time you’ll be fact-finding only. There will be no interception or interaction with the non-humans if possible. Your training is lacking at this point and we have no intention of throwing you into a world where the threats are very real and very lethal.”
 
   Yeah, right, like that couldn’t change in a heartbeat.
 
   We could all read between the lines. We’d barely survived a controlled environment with echo-demons intentionally summoned. Going nose-to-nose with Weres and vamps was a whole different game. And no soothing words such as “you’ll be fine,” or “I’m sure you can take care of yourselves” would change that fact.
 
   But damn it anyway. This was Van they were going after, what good was a bloody surveillance mission going to do? If he was being held by non-humans there had to be interaction with them to extract him. 
 
   Interaction my ass. I’d show them interaction. Get me anywhere near him and I’d interact until there wasn’t a live body left, human or non-human.
 
   I glanced beside me where Kelly folded her hands demurely in her lap, but I noted the white knuckles. That same tension knotted my muscles, still so sore I could barely sit. 
 
   “We’ll have Stone with us though,” Jaylene clarified, always watching out for  number one, herself. 
 
   “Yes.” Ling Mai angled her head. “But before we get to the recon assignment we have another mission that needs our attention.”
 
   No doubt Kelly could do the same rap-on-the-knuckles, pay-attention-class tone as the director. Eye and tone communication—I needed to get me some of that mojo.
 
   Exhaustion was making me punch drunk, even though I hadn’t been out of the infirmary bed that long. But pain and exhaustion weren’t holding the images pounding through my head at bay. Van alone at the hands of monsters. Torture. A slow, painful death as the best option.
 
   Let’s move this meeting along so we could get to the part where I did something, as much as I could with banged-up ribs and a body full of bruises. 
 
   Was I ready to jump into more of this get-the-crap-beat-out-of-us-again so soon? For Van’s sake? Yeah, in a heartbeat. 
 
    Ling Mai was already passing around a packet of op folders before returning to her desk and activating the HD 3-D visual screen in front of us. 
 
   Ready or not.
 
   As the screen image materialized into a three-dimensional reality the folder stayed closed on my lap and my breath jammed in my throat.
 
   Talk about a one–two punch. I even forgot about my ribs long enough to suck in a breath.
 
   “Hum-a-hum-a,” Jaylene whispered, followed by a low whistle. Even shy Kelly gave a yum-yum grin. 
 
   I simply stared, my mouth dry, my pulse not as steady as seconds ago.
 
   The man on the screen looked like a cross between a Halleluiah prayer answered and one’s best wet dream. Thick dark hair, killer sky-blue eyes, cheekbones that made my own Shoshone facial structure look flat. 
 
   Danger. Seduction. And trouble with a capital “T.” Woman trouble.
 
   “Who’s the hunk?” Jaylene asked. “He fae? Or a fallen angel?”
 
   That’d make sense, given his looks. Or a seduction demon. Had to be some otherness about this guy. No one looked that good.
 
   “Not as far as we know,” replied Ling Mai. “He’s human. Or we believe he’s human, but until someone who can identify a non-human gets intel the point is up for debate.”
 
   No freakin’ way was he human.
 
   Ling Mai added, “Name’s Bran.”
 
   “Just Bran?” Kelly scanned her printed material. “No other name?”
 
   “No.” Ling Mai glanced at the image. “He was born with only one name, a power play between his biological parents. His mother a princess of one of the lesser royal houses of Europe, his father an Irish musician.”
 
   Royal house? Most of those had Vamp or demon blood for sure.
 
   “Says here his old man was Colin Bran. He was the lead singer for the Bullets.” Jaylene was reading her folder, too, as she continued to whistle long and low. A sound that made my hormones heat at the same time I was getting the chills. “Colin Bran’s not a musician, he’s a legend.” 
 
   My folder still lay untouched, a dead weight in my lap. 
 
   Fatigue. 
 
   Liar.
 
   I wanted to let the image speak, not the words. When was the last time a picture of a guy knocked me for a loop? 
 
   Never. 
 
   Maybe I needed to get out more often. Oh, wait, I was a prisoner of the agency, which didn’t take kindly to its recruits wandering the streets for a booty call. Even if I wasn’t that kind of a gal. But for a guy who looked like this, I might change my policy. 
 
   “Our subject was the uncalculated result of an indiscreet affair,” Ling Mai said.
 
   “The man’s a bastard.” Jaylene always called it like she saw it.
 
   “Yes, and the only heir to the kingdom of San Morin and his father’s sizable fortune. Both of which he has turned his back on.”
 
   “Why?” Kelly asked, echoing the surprise I felt. Who turned down wealth? A saint? Or a sinner?
 
   “He’s become quite wealthy and well-known in his own field. Haute couture.”
 
   “You mean he makes dresses?” Jaylene said the words lodged in my throat.
 
   The man had to be as gay as a Parisian cross-dresser. I released an audible sigh. So much for wet dreams. 
 
   Ling Mai continued, “He’s considered one of the world’s up and coming fashion designers. The next Versace or Armani.”
 
   “What a waste,” Jaylene muttered.
 
   “On the contrary. No doubt one day Bran’s name will be a household word. Right now he associates with the world’s most elite and most-highly connected clientele and has an independent fortune.”
 
   “Some men have it all.” Jaylene crossed her arms. “What does he have to do with our mission? He need a babysitter?”
 
   Ling Mai folded her hands on the pristine surface of the boardroom table. “His group is the common thread behind a string of international thefts. Seemingly unrelated; art, antiquities, jewels, and lately, top-secret government information, including some paranormal intel that could be very dangerous, especially to us.”
 
   “Wait,” I found my voice by focusing in on the business. “Don’t thieves usually specialize in one commodity? Like jewels only?” I was ignoring the paranormal comment. One land mine at a time to diffuse.
 
   “Yes, they do.” Ling Mai turned her onyx-black gaze on me, reminding me of the Chinese witch I’d trained with as a child. A power glance quickly banked. One of these days I’d have to find out what Ling Mai really was. I shook off my train of thought and focused on what she had to say. 
 
   “The disparity in the types of burglaries is why it’s been so difficult to link these incidents to a common denominator. Interpol has been tracking Bran and his traveling fashion shows for nearly a year now and in a number of major locations he’s visited, within a week or two, a theft occurs.”
 
   “So our hunk is a common punk?” I asked, disappointed all over again. Gay and a criminal. That so sucked. And so much for my taste in men.
 
   “That piece of the puzzle is still in dispute. In fact,” Ling Mai glanced back at the screen. “Bran has been approached on several occasions about the missing items, and to prove his own innocence, has agreed to allow an undercover operative to travel with him in hopes of pinpointing exactly who within his organization, or connected to his organization, might be behind the thefts.”
 
   “Agreed?” Kelly asked, saving me the trouble. “As in volunteered to have someone checking him out?”
 
   Ling Mai nodded. “He wasn’t given much choice. From what I have heard he tolerates the situation, but as an astute businessman knows you must take the negative with the positive.”
 
   “But he still could be the porch climber?” Jaylene said, using a term I’d heard in prison for thief.
 
   “Yes, there’s still that possibility.” Ling Mai smiled her enigmatic smile that raised more questions than it answered. “He’s agreed to cooperate, but he’s less than pleased with the situation.”
 
   I glanced at the face on the screen. Yeah, I could see that arrogance allowing law enforcement to travel with him while he kept on being a bad, bad boy right under their noses. A game within a game to someone like him.
 
   It didn’t take an experienced woman to realize this was not a man you would want to come up against. At least power to power, not body to body. 
 
   Poor Vaughn. With her background as an ambassador’s daughter and being a world socialite, this op sounded right up her alley. Maybe she’d go undercover as his lover. Not a bad gig, if the man was straight, and Stone wasn’t aware of what his cuddle-buddy was doing. None of the group knew what Vaughn’s “other” talent was, but when you looked like a cover model and had wealth as a fallback position, being extra-endowed was just plain overkill.
 
   “So when does Vaughn do this?” Kelly asked.
 
   I relaxed my shoulders, my thoughts already on what I needed to do to free Van, with or without agency backing, and anxious to get onto what was my mission. 
 
   “Vaughn?” Ling Mai’s eyes clouded before her smile deepened, reaching her eyes this time. “Oh, I see, but I’m afraid you have it wrong. Vaughn has something else to do. Infiltration of Bran’s operation must happen immediately and does not require the full team’s involvement. It should be a simple reconnoiter and report assignment and only one operative is needed. Besides, Bran insisted on choosing which team member he was willing to have on the inside.”
 
   Several of our gazes clashed. Since when did a suspect get to pick and choose who might take him down?
 
   I cleared my throat. “So who’s going up against this guy?” 
 
   Ling Mai’s gaze speared me. “He chose you, Alex.”
 
  
 
   
 
   
   CHAPTER 7
 
    
 
   Twenty minutes later, after Jaylene and Kelly had their assignment, the one I should be on, going after my brother, I was back in Ling Mai’s office, so frustrated I could chew glass.
 
   Someone had to talk some sense into the director. This wasn’t just pairing the wrong talent with the wrong job, this was Van’s life at stake.
 
   I waved the op folder clenched one-handed in front of me, alone at last with the director. “This is not what I should be doing.” Understatement. “I mean I can be a hairdresser, but that’s not the problem. Van needs me. Some poof-guy doesn’t need a witch to take him down.” 
 
   “I don’t understand?” Ling Mai sat still and contained behind her desk that cost more than my dad’s farm, the perfect picture of controlled calm.
 
   “I need to find and save Van.” I huffed a breath, and held up a hand to forestall Ling Mai thinking I was only focused on my own needs. Which I was, but that wasn’t my point. “Besides I do physical real well. Give me a mountain to scale, a building to jump off, a non-human to summon—” I glanced at the folder crumpling in my grip. “This is frou-frou stuff.”
 
   “Frou-frou?”
 
   “Yes, you know what I mean. Girlie clothes and rich people hobnobbing with each other. Van is in—”
 
   “You are a hairdresser. Is that not girlie?”
 
   “No.” I shook my head. “Well, in a way it is, but in a way it isn’t. Hairdressers can wear jeans and be invisible. Vaughn is the best person for this mission. Not me. If we’re going to take this op then give it to someone who can get the job done and done quickly. Jaylene could be a model for the clothes or Kelly could go in, do her disappearing act and get everything you need in a snap.”
 
   “You’re wrong.” Ling Mai’s look told me I was getting nowhere. “In fact, you’re the perfect person for this mission.”
 
   “Good grief, why?” Other than it would keep me out of her hair, and away from where Van was. Is that what was up? She didn’t trust I could be a team player? Or was this to punish me for being a screw-up?
 
   “You underestimate yourself, Alex.” Ling Mai had dropped the Miss Noziak bit. Good news? Probably not. “True, the people Bran associates with are in a different social-economic sphere than you are used to.”
 
   Another understatement.
 
   “But they are no different than you.”
 
   Oh, yes they are.
 
   I leaned forward. “Look, I appreciate this vote of confidence.” Or the sucking up, though it wasn’t Ling Mai’s style to suck up to anyone, especially a recruit. “I really do. But there’s no way I can…I can mingle with people I can’t even talk with. It’s not like we can discuss pork prices or the best way to shear sheep.” And no way could I chit-chat with Van’s life on the line.
 
   “I think you’ll be surprised at how easily you’ll fit in with Bran’s group. Do not underestimate yourself.”
 
   “I’m not—”
 
   “What is it you’re really afraid of here, Miss Noziak?”
 
   My shoulders snapped to attention. We were back to queen to peon, besides no Noziak was called a coward. “I’m not-—”
 
   “Then what is it?”
 
   I glanced up, as if reason hid in the ceiling plaster. Then decided to go for broke. “You’re keeping me from helping Van. He needs me now. Don’t do this to me. To him.”
 
   “So you think you are the only person capable of finding information on where they are keeping your brother?”
 
   Why did the director have to sound like one of the Star Wars characters? Obi Wan Kenobi. Or maybe it was Yoda. So calm and reasonable when I wanted to scream. 
 
   “Yeah, I think I’m the best chance my brother has at living, and if he’s alive he can give you the information you want.” I flared my hands in front of me, sounding less than gracious and ignoring it. “You want me to go in to this other job, shake everyone’s hands, waste my time, while my brother is being tortured and could be dying. There’s no reason I’m the one being sent on this wild-goose chase. None.”
 
   “Even if the last theft tracked back to someone who attended one of Bran’s events happens to be the bank robbery in Switzerland?” Ling Mai asked, her gaze level and clear. 
 
   That had my heart stopping and my breath backing up. “You mean this guy is tied to whomever, or whatever, has Van?”
 
   Ling Mai leaned forward, just a hint, but enough to have me mimicking her move so I didn’t miss a single vowel. “I’m saying there may be a connection. Bran travels the world. He has contacts in a lot of places. I believe it’s more than likely that there is a link between the thefts, the people who took your brother, and Bran’s group.”
 
   More than likely? Was that a bone tossed to me to gnaw on? Or was Ling Mai’s gut instinct a solid lead? Could I afford to ignore either?
 
   I sat back, my thoughts whirling. “So you’re saying if I go check out this dressmaker, and find a connection between him—”
 
   “Or someone he’s in contact with.”
 
   “Yeah, yeah, or someone he’s in contact with.” I sucked in a deep breath, ignoring the whap of pain across my ribs, stilling my fears enough to make a hard choice here. “Doing this piece-of-fluff mission might actually help me find Van?”
 
   “And if you do find a lead the agency will act on it, as much as is within our power.”
 
   Like I believed that for a heartbeat. Ling Mai took care of the agency and the agency had its own agenda. But even if Ling Mai was lying through her pearly white teeth, if I could find a link, or a hint of where Van was, then I’d be one step closer to saving him.
 
   Ling Mai continued, “In the meantime we’ll have Ms. Smart, Ms. McAllister, and Mr. Stone following through on what NATO has discovered about the possible whereabouts of your brother.” 
 
   I held Ling Mai’s gaze steadily with mine. There would be no doublespeak, no grey areas between us. “You’re saying both operations stand us a better chance to find Van.”
 
   “You forget, Miss Noziak, that I am very interested in the information your brother knows about who is behind the increased agitation and unification actions among the non-humans. You want your brother safe. I want your brother safe for what he knows.”
 
   Pragmatism. I could deal with that. Especially my version of it, doing whatever it took to save Van.
 
   “Fine.” I staggered to my feet, biting back a whimper. No way could I betray that I was in worse shape than I looked. I didn’t want to give Ling Mai any ammunition to stop my finding Van. “When do I start?”
 
   She waved me back to my seat.
 
   “You depart tomorrow for France.”
 
   Good, last I knew Van had been working somewhere in France or Germany. This op was sounding better and better. 
 
   “—but I shall not let you enter the tiger’s den without assistance,” Ling Mai continued as I scrambled to take a deep breath and catch up with what the director had been saying. “I recommend you take this along with you.”
 
   I leaned as far forward as my ribs allowed to see what she had pulled from her top desk drawer. Whatever it was had to be small, really small to fit in Ling Mai’s dainty hands. Reaching forward, palm up, I waited for a weapon, or listening device, or some techno whiz gadget. Instead the director slipped a ring onto my palm. 
 
   “Seriously. . .” I turned the smooth yet plain silver band over and over, feeling an incised letter or symbol, like a misshapen R on the inside curve. I glanced up at Ling Mai. “Please tell me this has some powers, some abilities?”
 
   “Of a kind.” The director actually smiled, which under other circumstances might have been a positive sight. Right now all it did was disconcert me.
 
   “The symbol marked on the silver is from the Elder Futhark runes,” Ling Mai said.
 
   “I need that in English.” I understood runes; most witches used them in wardings, or to create protection circles, but this Fut-whatever was new to me.
 
   “The symbol is a very old one. A very valuable one.”
 
   “Meaning?”
 
   “Journey.”
 
   “Great.” I stood, disappointed, with fatigue weighting my shoulders, pain tap dancing across every nerve ending. Pain and maybe a twinge of fear. “I don’t mean to be dense here, Director, but I’m just a country girl. You’re telling me that all I need to accomplish this mission is a ring with some writing on it?”
 
   Ling Mai leaned back in her chair, and resting her elbows on the silk-covered wooden arms, she steepled her fingers before speaking. “There are many kinds of journeys we can travel, both external and internal, and the ring is a reminder of that.” She nodded at where I had curled my hand around the piece of jewelry. “The ring is so much more, if you allow it to be. When you come within a twenty-foot radius of non-humans the ring will heat your skin and enhance your natural abilities, in your case to identify non-humans or to cast spells.”
 
   “This will alert me to the presence of non-humans?” Okay, that might come in handy. “How will I know which kind of non-human I’m dealing with?” That was the big issue. As a witch I was marginally more aware of the otherness of non-humans, more than say Kelly or Jaylene, but knowing I was coming up against a threatening non-human versus just another being who wanted to be ignored to get on with their lives, now that was a useful tool.
 
   “At this time the ring can only help you identify non-humans, but not their specifics,” Ling Mai said.
 
   I snorted. I already knew there were non-humans out there. This piece of crap was as useful as going into any inner-city core and having a piece of jewelry tell me there were folks who carried a weapon on them.
 
   Ling Main continued as if I’d spoken aloud, “The ring enhances what you already have.”
 
    “You mean if I had this on when I summoned three echo-demons instead of one I could have ended up with six?”
 
   “I maintain that you have many more abilities than you are currently using, which is almost nil. Your challenge is to harness what you possess, focus on your intentions, and embrace what you are. You have abilities to hone.”
 
   Easy for her to say; last time I seriously accessed my magic abilities I killed a man. For witches magic could be light or dark. The more you used any kind of magic, the easier to cross that line into a dark magic user. It’s what my father had warned me against, years ago. It’s the road my mother had slipped down. And now Ling Mai expected me to jump wholeheartedly into being a witch.
 
   All magic had a price. 
 
   “You were born to be a witch, Alex, do not throw that away out of fear.”
 
   She stood. This meeting was over, until she added, “Think of the ring as a connection to a larger good. Remember that you are of this agency, and that though you may travel alone, you need not be alone. You’re part of a team. Choose to belong and you could be unstoppable.”
 
   I hurt too bad to buy into what the director was saying, but I did stop myself from rolling my eyes. Barely.
 
   Cutting through all the woo-woo stuff I understood the bottom line. I’d signed on to do what needed to be done, when and wherever. Plus taking this mission meant I was going after Van, with or without Ling Mai’s permission. I cracked my neck as I mumbled, “Fine, I’ll wear the ring and do the mission.”
 
   “I always knew you would.”
 
   Yeah, right, which is why the director had resorted to blackmail and threats against Van. The agency was just one big happy family.
 
   Bull. I’d agreed to do my job and I’d do it.
 
   But that didn’t mean I was going to like doing it. 
 
   On the other hand, maybe Vaughn would get freed up and before I knew it I’d be back doing something useful—something putting me closer to Van.
 
   “I see you’re already smiling,” Ling Mai noted.
 
   “Yeah.” For now. 
 
   “The team is counting on you, Miss Noziak. Become the witch you were meant to be.”
 
   Now why’d she have to say that?
 
  
 
   
 
   
   CHAPTER 8
 
    
 
   As I exited Ling Mai’s office I saw Stone leaning against the wall down the hallway. The hallway I had to pass to return to the infirmary or get to my room. I could be a chicken-shit and take the long way around to avoid him, but I doubted I had enough whomp left in me to make it.
 
   So I squared my shoulders as if that didn’t have me clamping down on my lip from the pain and started walking toward him. Two could play the we’re-just-being-casual crap.
 
   I gave him a jerky chin nod as I drew even with him but kept walking. Maybe he was waiting for Vaughn. 
 
   “Hold up,” he snarled as I passed him.
 
   Or maybe not.
 
   I stopped, not graciously. If he had something to say to me he’d say it, one way or another.
 
   “I’ll walk you to your room,” he said, as if getting an escort from the agency’s main instructor was par for the course.
 
   “I can find the dorm myself.” I started walking.
 
   His hand on my arm had me stopping short, sucking in an oath at the whiplash of pain his action had caused.
 
   “You up to this?” he asked, surprising me. Stone wasn’t known for being a warm and friendly kind of guy. First week of training when one of the other recruits, one who didn’t make it, dared to bitch aloud about her sore muscles and bruises, Stone handed her a straw and told her to suck it up or leave. She left but not because she’d wanted to.
 
   I turned to face him. This time I was the one snarling, “Say what you have to say.” What was unsaid was I held little patience and less energy to take a lot of bull. But Stone was a smart guy. He could fill in between the lines.
 
   “Look, I know you’re concerned about your brother.”
 
   I raised my brows. “Ya think?”
 
   “Don’t go running off half-cocked here, Noziak. We’re a team. Not a bunch of crazy cowboys.”
 
   “Never was a cowboy,” I said, in spite of my Idaho roots.
 
   “Cowboys and wild-ass Indians only get people killed and missions blown.”
 
   “I already told you, I wasn’t a cow—”
 
   “Don’t play stupid with me.” He gave me one of his get-it-or-get-out laser looks. “You go off the reservation and I’ll be on you so fast your head will spin.”
 
   Now he was just pissing me off. “I may be half-blood Shoshone, but I’ve never lived on the rez. Not planning to start now.”
 
   “You’re on my rez, and don’t forget that. Play with the team or—”
 
   “Or what?” I stepped into his space, so close I could read the fury in his irises. Or maybe it was an echo of my own mirrored there. “What’ya going to do to me, Stone? Force me to put my life on the line? Oh, wait, you’ve already done that. Will do it again. Smack me down till my ribs are cracked and every muscle screams? Nope, can’t do that either because I’m already there. Threaten me? Been there, done that, didn’t get a t-shirt.”
 
   “I can make sure no one in this agency lifts a finger to help your brother,” he said, his tone so cold it froze the marrow in my bones. “And that includes you.”
 
   That quickly he won this smack down, because I had no doubt, no doubts what so ever, that he’d follow through on his words. 
 
   “You’re a bastard, Stone.”
 
   “Been called worse.”
 
   Yeah, I bet and probably by his friends.
 
   I took a step back, shaking my head, wishing I could place a gnarly black hex on him. My daddy taught me better than that. But damn it was hard.
 
   Before I lived up to Stone’s low brow expectation of me I shrugged off his arm and started walking again. 
 
   “Walk the line, Noziak, or pay the price.”
 
   His voice followed me down the hall.
 
  
 
   
 
   
   CHAPTER 9
 
    
 
   In the bright morning sun the Chateau du Parc looked like any typical fairytale castle built in the eighteenth century in the south of France. Not that I had a whole heck of a lot of experience with fairytale castles. Or fairytales. Or white knights or any of that crap. Though I had already faced a few dragons—of the human kind. Ogres, too, and a couple of witches. High school in Mud Lake had been brutal and that was before I realized how many non-humans lived among humans.
 
   I shook my head and glanced around, seeing a white stone facade covered with English ivy mirrored in a reflecting pool, one turret tower, identical windows echoing each other across the front. 
 
   What the hell was I doing here?
 
   I stood rooted on the grassy verge facing the ten-bedroom pile of stone, my knees trembling. Jet lag or indecision? Or both? A dozen sleek, very expensive vehicles angled around the drive—Peugeots, Rolls-Royces, a vintage Lamborghini. My brothers would be in car-envy heaven.
 
   I jammed the thought of Van away. I had to in order to focus on the business at hand. The sooner I found a connection between the people in that chateau and Van, the sooner I’d find him. 
 
   I glanced around, wondering what I did now. The scent of lavender mingled with the high-pitched squeal of peacocks.
 
   “Damn it, Ling Mai, I hope you know what you’re doing,” I mumbled, shaking my head, which reminded me that flying commercial wreaked havoc on a beat-up body. But I was here, looking for a lead, any lead on Van. Oh, yeah, and taking down a foo-foo dress designer.
 
   He chose you. 
 
   Meant nothing. I was not here to play footsie with some guy. No doubt he’d chosen me because he thought I’d be a push over, but if he had he’d underestimated me. 
 
   Focus on the business at hand. Send healing thoughts Van’s way and pray for a bloody miracle that he was found quickly and alive. On second thought, no blood wanted.
 
   Straightening shoulders crumbling with exhaustion, I stepped forward, one suitcase firmly in hand, one bright silver hairdresser’s valise carrying the tools of my trade clutched in the other. My calling card meant to get me through the front door and into the haute couture world of single-name Bran. I ignored the pain still banding my rib cage. Doctor said a few more weeks and I’d barely notice. 
 
   How did Ling Mai make this mission sound so reasonable back in Maryland? Logical even. My undercover role was to be one of three hairdressers to the small cadre of models who showcased Bran’s designs to select, very wealthy, and very connected women in exclusive locales around the world. The chateau was one example. Only thirty-five minutes from Paris, in the heart of Bordeaux country, the building slept seventeen, and could host twice that many across its nine hectares of land. Heck, that was barely twenty-two acres. No way could someone farm for a living on twenty-two acres.
 
   “This is so not Idaho.” 
 
   Front door or back? Arrive like a guest or an employee? My instructions were simple. Report to Franco, who handled the day-to-day details of staging fashion shows, a new one in a new location every few days, or find Dominique St. Clair, pronounced like sand clarhair, cousin of Bran and CEO of Bran Inc.
 
   Unfortunately neither person was in sight. No one was. It was just me and the peacocks. No doubt these people had some security around, but if they were, they were discreet. 
 
   “Don’t give me any grief.” I nodded to the nearest bird. “I know a few spells that can have you plucked and stuffed for a meal in the blink of an eye.”
 
   “You.”
 
   The shout startled me, as did the slim-built man rushing toward me, haircut soldier-straight, Caesar-style, and dyed bulls-eye, blood red. Rings lined both ears; his casual pink polo shirt was iron-creased. I didn’t even know anyone who owned an iron.
 
   I glanced around, making sure I was alone before asking, “You talking to me?”
 
   “No, the peacocks, dahling.” The words huffed. “What took you so long?”
 
   Now I noticed two burley security guards shadowing him. He waved them off as I mumbled,  “Long flight.”
 
   “Spare me your excuses and get moving. I can’t have you standing around all day gawking.” He scanned me from head to toes, very quick, very professional, and very dismissive. “Love the hair. Is it real or an extension? Doesn’t matter. With those cheeks and your dusky coloring, very exotic. You’ll look stunning in the emeralds and oranges. Hurry. You’re late already. Chop. Chop.”
 
   His accent was a blend of cockney, French, and something else I couldn’t quite place. He accompanied his Gatling-gun delivery with clapping hands, then pivoted and sashayed toward the rear of the house before I could answer or ask any questions.
 
   As if I could even form any. So I tightened my grip on my luggage and followed. Not that the man gave me another option.
 
   “There.” He pointed toward a shadowed door. “Through the kitchen. Second bedroom on the right. Your first gown is all laid out. Let’s hope you’re not too bony for it.”
 
   He almost disappeared before I stopped him, showing restraint by only using my voice and not a smack of palm to his head or jaw. “I’m not a model.” 
 
   He paused, his nose pinched.
 
   “I’m the new hairdresser.” I raised my silver tote, and my brows, in explanation. “I’m to report to Franco.”
 
   “I’m Franco.” He elongated the syllables in his name until they rolled several times, but he still didn’t look convinced.
 
   “I do hair.” Great. Here three minutes and I was already reduced to sounding like an idiot. “At least that’s what I’m supposed to be doing.”
 
   “Well.” He fisted hands on hips that made mine look positively round and fluttered his head. “No one tells me anything. ‘Keep it sharp, Franco,’ ‘We need more energy, Franco,’ ‘Bring in a new girl, Franco,’ but do you think they’d tell me anything? Noooooooooo. Last to know.”
 
   “I’m sure the young woman commiserates with you, Franco, but now is not the time.”
 
   The dark, measured voice came from behind us and had me bracing. Not a normal reaction. 
 
   I was glad I had held myself still when the man stepped from behind me onto a grassy walkway bordering trimmed shrub hedges. 
 
   Bran.
 
   Man, oh man, his picture did not do him justice. He looked a lot like the soccer star, David Beckham, with that height and those broad shoulders, and that same rough-edged hardness. A deep-set slant to his eyes had me wanting to step backwards. 
 
   And then there was the way his casual jacket hung on him. No wonder he was making a name for himself in fashion. If his clothes offered even a hint of the power he possessed, they’d make a woman feel unstoppable.
 
   “You know I can not work under these circumstances,” Franco’s voice rose in pitch.
 
   “Of course you can, you have so far.” Bran kept his gaze even and steady on mine. Enigmatic, yet inviting me to tease the over-pompous Franco. Tempting.
 
   I caught myself biting my lower lip. Smiling at the majordomo’s expense was probably not the best way to ingratiate myself on the first day on the job.
 
   “Hi.” I swallowed as I set my suitcase down to extend a sweating palm, stealing a quick glance at my ring. The device was tingling, warm but not as much as I’d expect. So did this tingle mean a preternatural or was it simply my nerves on hyper-drive? “I’m Alex Noziak. The new hairdresser.” 
 
   “Bran.” His grip was steady and strong. He exuded sexy, but I doubted he could help himself. Not with the way his dark-blue eyes looked at a woman as if she were the only other human on the planet. Then he stepped closer. An intimidation move? Most likely. But I wasn’t about to give an inch, even if it meant rubbing thigh to thigh with him.
 
   Oops. Bad image.
 
   “Noziak?” he murmured, an aged bourbon over ice sound, sending a frisson of electricity down my spine. “An unusual name.”
 
   “My father’s.”
 
   He continued to imprison my hand, which I didn’t like because touching his skin was volatile, as if I were plunging my hand into a hot circuit and holding on.
 
   I swallowed deeper and added, “It’s Shoshone.” 
 
   Franco gave me a blank look. 
 
   “You know, Native American. Indian?”
 
   “Explains the hair and bone structure.” The slight man shook his head. “Shame. Exotic always sells.” 
 
   Bran spoke again, “And Alex is a man’s name, no?”
 
   “Yeah,” I said, “but I’m not.” 
 
   “I see.”
 
   Holy crap, even talking to him was like dancing among landmines.
 
   I snatched my hand back, and tightened my smile. Point to Bran. Ten seconds and he’d gotten under my skin. Not a good sign. Nor was the fact I couldn’t learn more about him other than he was clearly hiding something. But what? 
 
    Blocking Bran out, like that would be possible, I shot Franco a quick glance, “If you tell me where to set up my equipment and let me know what you want, I’ll get started.”
 
   Yeah, it was kind of running away but a smart fighter knew when retreat made strategic sense.
 
   “Wait.” Bran’s voice stopped me and had Franco stepping away. Far enough to give Bran and I a semblance of privacy. Or he was smarter than I was.
 
   I stood my ground as silence, broken only by the high-pitched screams of peacocks, swirled around me. Bran simply stood there, his dark eyes shadowed, secrets hidden in their depths.
 
   “If you don’t mind, it’s been a long flight and I’d like to get settled,” I uttered, when he made no move to speak.
 
   “This is my business,” he said, his tone no longer inviting—a whispered threat, curling the hairs along the nape of my neck. “Do not forget that.”
 
   “Why should I?” I’d played with bullies before. They didn’t scare me. As long as I didn’t get lost in the darkness of those eyes.
 
   “You report to me here.”
 
   “Sorry, no can do.” I kept my tone light and flippant, smothering the urge to tell him where he could take his demands and shove them. “I have my own orders.”
 
   “I’ll not let you destroy my business.”
 
   “Then stay out of my way and let me do my job.” Each word came evenly spaced as I curled my fingers tighter around my suitcase handles. Threats tended to piss me off.
 
   “Oh, Mr. Franco,” I called, putting an end to any response by Bran. “I’m ready to get set up.”
 
   Franco looked shrewdly between his boss and me before shrugging. “Fine. Follow me.”
 
   I did, aware that turning my back on Bran wasn’t easy. And then I stopped in my tracks, glancing over my shoulder. He stood where I’d left him, his eyes hooded, his stance so still it looked like he wasn’t breathing. Maybe he wasn’t.
 
   That’s when the heat from my ring kicked in. But ring or no ring I had just realized what he was.
 
   Warlock. Yin to yang. 
 
   Enemy to witches.
 
  
 
   
 
   
   CHAPTER 10
 
    
 
   Bran, the man in charge, a freakin’ warlock. I should have known this assignment wasn’t going to be a cakewalk. 
 
    He said nothing more as I walked away from him. Score one for me. Maybe anger was the way to deal with him. Keep him at a distance. And boy would that be necessary, especially until I was able to determine what kind of warlock he was, and if he recognized me as witch-born. 
 
   That would not be good as witches and warlocks made oil and water seem compatible. We had not always been blood enemies, but more times than not we played on opposite sides, no matter what. It was as if we were separate halves of a whole and always worked better against one another rather than together.
 
    At the least he could neutralize my magic abilities, such as they were, but more common was to usurp them for his own use. Think of walking zombies, which explained the cold shiver down my back as I followed Franco’s scuttling form.
 
   I rolled tense shoulders, ignoring what that did to my ribs, and focused on my first objective, which was to infiltrate the corps of models and attendant personnel: seamstresses, assistants, stage crews, the works. Tackling the High-and-Mighty could wait a bit. Not long but a bit. Until I got my feet under me. Or hell froze over.
 
   One challenge at a time. I’d tried to tell Ling Mai that being a hairdresser was one thing, being a fashion hairdresser was a whole other profession. It was the difference between being a professional mechanic and a Jiffy Lube serviceman. The first focused on big issues and survived by their reputation; the latter ran clients in and ran them out, bada-bing, bada-boom.
 
   But Ling Mai had only smiled, nodded her head, and given me twelve hours to prepare and pack. Hardly enough time for me to tuck my own hair into a no-nonsense French braid and grab some clean clothes. Now I wished I’d dressed a little spiffier, less jeans and washed cotton shirt and more sissy. Like Vaughn, or even Kelly. They should be doing this girlie thing, not me. 
 
   I followed Franco through a doorway made for much shorter people, aware his hips swayed more than mine, and stepped into a blue-and-white-tiled kitchen. I opened my senses for warding spells but caught none. Interesting. Either warlock Bran felt very secure in protecting his own without any magic insurance or he guarded only what really mattered to him.
 
   Crossing stone floors we emerged into a short hallway from which I caught a quick glimpse of the main entryway with a grand staircase and a hundred thousand dollar chandelier.
 
   So not my world.
 
   Franco flipped his hand to the right. “Through there is the billiard room and library. To the left the dining room.” He eyed me. “For the guests.” He enunciated each word in case I didn’t catch his drift.
 
   I did, tightening my hand on my silver valise, aware my fingers were sweating and not because of the heat. I could sense ley lines running beneath the old house, like faint breezes whispering against my skin. When in need they could be tapped into like a backup generator for magic use. But they could be unpredictable, so working around them always meant being extra aware. As if I needed a reminder with X-factor Bran around.
 
   “Back here is our en suite. Wardrobe and assembly are staged from here. The first show is in.” Franco glanced at a fancy gold Swiss watch, as I shifted my focus from magic and danger to the more mundane. “One hour. The models are waiting for you. Suzette is your assistant; she will get you anything you need. But do not be a little piggy, you are here to work, not play. The chateau is off limits to you except on business. Remember that.”
 
   Franco no doubt was a very lonely man, or half-man, with his lack of personal skills.
 
   “You do understand?” He blocked a closed doorway to the room beyond, waiting for my answer.
 
   “I understand perfectly.” You twit.
 
   “Then chop chop.”
 
   He opened the door to utter chaos.
 
  
 
   
 
   
   CHAPTER 11
 
    
 
   Six hours later I wanted to curse Ling Mai, wring Mister Chop-Chop’s neck, and have nothing whatever to do with fashion, or skeletal models, or high-strung, nervous women again. Give me a cold beer, a bar full of testosterone, and five minutes off my feet. Or even a deep breath—my ribs were killing me.
 
   Instead one of the models burst through the door, the top of her diaphanous gown already around her naked waist, steely-eyed and demanding a cigarette. Which was taboo. Franco would set her on fire before he’d let one of the gowns be soiled by cigarette smoke, or lipstick, or, God forbid, hair products.
 
   I’d already learned that the hard way. Do not gel a model before she slips on a gown, only afterwards, when she had less than ten seconds before racing away on stiletto heels. Made me want to whip out a few spells to make my job easier. But only a fool used magic for personal gain, even in small ways.
 
   The actual promenading didn’t take place on a runway as I expected. Here at the chateau I learned the dozen models strutted and strolled amongst guests lounging poolside, or sitting at intimate cafe-style tables set near the vine-draped arbor. A quartet played Mozart and Bach, while local wines, cheeses, and pate were served.
 
   Not in the three bedroom-headquarters allotted to model prep. Here we were lucky to get a swig of bottled water. No food. When I made the mistake and asked for a bite, having slept through dinner and breakfast on the plane, Franco raised his hands in sheer horror.
 
   “The clothes,” he shrieked. 
 
   I quickly caught on that any faux pas created the cry, “The clothes,” whereas all other crises were announced by “Chop. Chop.” or “Girls” stretched into seventeen syllables with accompanying eye rolling and heavy sighs.
 
   Within an hour I’d crossed Franco off my list of likely suspects, even though my ring, and my upbringing, identified him as non-human. A shifter I guessed, though I doubted he was any higher on the food chain than a rabbit or gerbil. Within two hours he was off the suspect list altogether. No man could plan and execute such a variety of thefts when a dangling thread sent him into a tizzy.
 
   Sheesh!
 
   After one emotional outburst, caused by my taking seconds too long to curl hair, one of the longtime models leaned close to me and stage-whispered, “It’s his time of month.”
 
   “I heard that Collette,” Franco huffed. “You’d be better served closing your mouth; too much bread passes those lips as is.”
 
   “Should I torch him?” I clutched my heated curling iron tighter, aware if I dug deep enough, and tapped into the ley lines, I could turn the iron into a sweet flamethrower.
 
   “I’d give you twenty francs,” came Collette’s quick response.
 
   “I’ll give you fifty,” said a woman called Jade. “But only if I can watch.”
 
   In spite of jet lag, being a fish out of water and already being overworked, I smiled. Female bonding. Nothing like male bashing to make it happen. Not much of a male but at least something to rally around. Maybe Mister Chop-Chop was going to come in handy after all; if he didn’t drive me over the edge first.
 
   Between style changes, meeting and remembering a dozen models, and at least that many accompanying assistants’ names, several who warmed my ring, alerting me to their non-human status, I had little time to do anything except crimp, curl, mousse, and gel. There wasn’t a second to spare. 
 
   So much for intel gathering, though some news could be snatched. As the models changed they’d often let slip some interesting gossip about the elite clientele.
 
    “The Prime Minister’s wife is eyeing the apricot number. She’d look like the Chelsea flower show in it.”
 
   “Was that the bank financier’s wife by the arbor?”
 
   “No, that’s his mistress. His wife is near the poolside. She’s the sexy one. The mistress has been with him a good twenty years and looks it, poor woman.”
 
   “I hear Mademoiselle Robichard is involved with that scientist who’s in trouble with the ECE Council. Obviously crime does pay.”
 
   Ling Mai might be surprised to know how many people could be aware of potential targets among the clients; some who would be staying the three days the show was in residence, others who came and went, joining the shows at different locations as it moved around. 
 
   It seemed blackmail made more sense than theft though. Maybe both were happening and only one issue had come to light.
 
   I would report my theories later. If the day ever ended.
 
   Which I was beginning to doubt would happen when the room grew suddenly still. Like an aviary aware of a predator in its midst, all fluttering, talking, and movement stopped.
 
   I glanced up into cold, blue eyes. Bran.
 
   “My office, front room,” he said, then paused, as if he’d thought of something and added, “When you’re done, of course.” Then he walked away.
 
   No hello. Small talk. Go to hell. He appeared and disappeared like gray smoke on a winter’s morn. Yup, a warlock through and through.
 
   The models and assistants eyed me warily until Collette broke the silence. “Not good when the new girl gets called on the carpet first day.”
 
   Great. Ling Mai hadn’t factored for the possibility of my not being good enough as a hairdresser.
 
   “Ouch,” the girl whose hair I was crimping jerked beneath my hands.
 
   “Sorry.” 
 
   Another bad sign.
 
   Now the minutes flew past until Franco bounced into the room announcing, “That’s it girls. Could have been better, but we always have tomorrow.”
 
   “He says that every day,” Collette whispered, grabbing for her purse and a cigarette.
 
   Franco ignored her. “Tomorrow. First light. Staff meeting in the library. New girl, chop, chop, mustn’t keep Bran waiting.”
 
   Could I kill Franco before I was fired?
 
   Not in front of a dozen witnesses looking at me as if I were on my way to the guillotine. Either that or something else. Raised surrounded by Dad and only older brothers. I often missed the nuances of women’s nonverbal communication. Like now. For all I comprehended the women could be expecting a train wreck where I’d disappear in the fallout, or envious of me having one-on-one time with the big guy.
 
   If they only knew. Warlocks were an iffy bunch. Arrogant. Egotistical. Selfish. These were the common denominators among them, but their powers could vary depending on what type of warlock they were. Some were sorcerers, others mentors, though I doubted Bran fell into that category. Some sought power, others pleasure; with Bran’s looks I could believe that. The one thing I did know about warlocks was the fact their very name came from the old Scottish meaning oath breaker or traitor. That said it all.
 
   Wiping damp palms along travel-wrinkled jeans, I glanced quickly at my suitcases. I hadn’t yet been shown to sleeping quarters. Another bad sign? On the other hand having both cases handy gave me a second to snag one of the techno-whiz thingies I’d been handed to use. Technology was so not my thing, but some of the spy toys we got to play with were uber-cool. When they worked.
 
   I warded my suitcase as I zipped it closed. A simple spell and as natural as breathing. What was mine stayed mine. That was different than using magic for gain, but in this place I expected even a simple spell to backfire.
 
   Since when had I become such a pessimist? From what Ling Mai had said, big shot warlock had no choice but to keep me. My presence kept Interpol from shutting down his operation on a flimsy pretense while they investigated.
 
   So either hunk-of-the-year played friendly, or I blew the whistle. Or he cast a spell over me, which I couldn’t counter and I became his patsy as he continued to do whatever the hell he was doing.
 
   Too bad the knowledge didn’t help unknot my stomach as I knocked on the closed office door.
 
   “Come in.” Even behind thick wood his voice sounded deep and magnetic.
 
   Pull it together. He’s just a warlock. With a sexy accent. And killer looks. And a royal pedigree. And a fortune.
 
   So there might be a few intimidation factors.
 
   But I carried an anathema dagger, more a sweet, lethal knife than a jabbing stick, tucked against my ankle and the power to shut him down. 
 
   There, I’d just evened the playing field.
 
   Yeah, right. A witch needed all her wits about her to play in the same league as warlocks. 
 
   Good, I loved a challenge.
 
   I shoved the door harder than I meant, then lunged to catch it. So much for professional first impressions. He looked up from a desk, no less powerful sitting down and across the room, than up front and inches from my face. 
 
   Distance. Think distance.
 
    He silently released a sheaf of papers he’d been reading. “Close the door. We must talk.” 
 
   Why did that sound like something a principal would utter? Right before the ax fell. Probably because one or two had, back in my wild days. They also showed the same intense, controlled determination Bran’s face now showed. 
 
   Plus my ring was tingling, but on low-voltage, as if it couldn’t make up its mind how much of a non-human Bran was, or how much of a threat.
 
   I had the answer to that already. A big one. 
 
   I smiled between tight lips as I closed the door and stepped forward, but only one small step, opening my senses to determine if there was a warding in the room.
 
   Nada. But then he could have taken it down given I was coming.
 
    I steeled my voice to a casualness I didn’t feel. “I’m here, so talk.”
 
   “There’s been a development.”
 
   Van? My heart slammed to the floor. Don’t let him be dead. Please.
 
   But Bran wouldn’t know of my connection to Van, or why I was here, seeking information on my brother. So I sucked in a tight breath and found myself still bracing for Bran’s next words.
 
   “I have contacted your superiors. You have to leave.”
 
  
 
   
 
   
   CHAPTER 12
 
    
 
   Why did I have to leave? Van or something else?
 
   “Is there a problem?” I asked with a lump the size of a fist in my throat. “Something other than you don’t want me poking in your business?”
 
   Push the fight to his ground. First playground rule of warfare and I had no doubt I was on the front line of a battle.
 
   I felt a wave a magic wash against me. A compulsion spell followed by, “It’s better for you to leave. Trust me on this.” 
 
   Not in this life, big guy. He didn’t get to jerk me around. I was here, to stay, until I found what I’d been sent to find and maybe a little more. But something had happened to make him change his decision to allow me access to his fiefdom. I raised my hand, pushing against his compulsion as one would push against a stiff breeze.
 
   Questions jackknifed through me, but before I could voice any of them the door slammed open, right into my backside.
 
   “Oh, sorry,” a stunning woman said in a foo-foo fancy French accent, her tone implying just the opposite. “I did not realize you were with someone.”
 
   She spoke directly to Bran, completely ignoring me standing there, one hand massaging a sizable bruise on my shoulder, my ring kicking into overdrive, heating enough to make me want to wave my hand to cool it off. A scent of cinnamon and something else wafted around her, but I was too busy focusing on her to pay attention, that and being aware the compulsion spell had lifted. 
 
   Damn, I’d almost forgotten about her.
 
   Well, bite me!
 
   I recognized her from the ops pictures, but again even three-dimensional imaging didn’t do this woman justice. She was everything I once dreamed of becoming when I was a little girl: beautiful, poised, totally pulled together in that no-wrinkle, no hair-out-of-place kind of way fashion models achieved in magazine photos. The honey and amber highlights in her hair alone would take a fortune to keep up.
 
   This woman looked like she would never have made a social guffaw, never have done anything with less than total assurance and style. Plus she had that take-me-to-bed French accent.
 
   I hated her on sight, even if she was non-human and thus had extra elements we mere humans didn’t possess.
 
   Bran’s voice broke through my checking out his cousin. “You needed something, Dominique?”
 
   The tone bordered on brusque, or frustrated; yet their body language screamed that there was a great deal of familiarity between them. But how familiar? This was Europe and a much more cosmopolitan world. Were kissing cousins acceptable in this world? As if that should be my first thought. 
 
   More to the point, did Dominique know about my mission? And if she did would I-don’t-want-you-here Bran share that intel with me?
 
   In my mind, though, the one thing I knew for sure was that I was odd one out in the room. 
 
   Dominique raised one perfectly arched eyebrow and shot me a who-dragged-this-in glare though she still spoke only to Bran. 
 
   “Well, if you’re busy I can always come back later.” Then, before Bran could answer, Dominique waved one exquisitely manicured hand toward me. “And you must be?”
 
   The gum on your shoe.
 
   Pissing contests were not in the mission plan.
 
   “Alex Noziak,” I replied, extending my hand.
 
   Leave it to Ms. Nose-in-the-Air to ignore my gesture. 
 
   Fine, too bad I didn’t scent magic on her. Power, yes, but not magic.
 
    Interesting. This woman was clearly not all human. But what was the otherness? Fae? Selkie? Some type of an elemental? Why hadn’t I spent more time studying the folklore books Kelly always kept handy? And why didn’t the IR Agency have a tool that could actually identify the type of preternatural? So not helping in this situation.
 
   I let my hand fall to my side and brushed it against my jeans. Note to self, contact Kelly soon and push her to dig deeper into who or what Dominique St. Clair might be; as well as check the IR contacts to see what kind of warlock Bran was. 
 
   Dominique glanced at Bran, clearly trying to place me, the interloper.
 
   Bran ran a hand through his thick, jet hair. “Alex is our new—” he looked at me for a second as if searching for the proper word. “Hairdresser. She arrived today.”
 
   “Oh.” 
 
   What a wealth of dismissal could be contained in one small word. 
 
   Dominique’s lips tightened, her smile slightly more jaded as she slid her attention away from me and focused it totally on Bran. “We really must finalize the last three cities and the contract with Papadolapas is waiting.”
 
   I’d been shut out by a pro. 
 
   Bran cast me a wary look by glancing around Dominique’s stance, not an easy feat as the woman strategically dominated the room front and center.
 
   “Alex, we’ll discuss our business later.”
 
   Yeah, right. Contracts always trumped dismissal. On the other hand, if we were to talk later, it meant I was still here for now. Bran just handed me some time, which I planned on putting to good use.
 
   Dominique verbally pounced on Bran’s words. “What business?”
 
   “I was wondering where I got a bite to eat,” I lied, but only partially as I slid myself forward to be closer to Bran’s desk.
 
   “The help always eats in the kitchen.”
 
   Ouch. Between her and Mr. Chop-Chop, I wouldn’t have much of an ego left.
 
   “Thanks, I appreciate that.” My tone was neutral, my emotions anything but, as I slid my fingers along the carved lip of the massive desk and left a small, almost invisible calling card. I could have cast a quick seeking spell, but with Bran being a warlock I didn’t want to alert him that I was invading his private space, and warlocks were damned good at sensing other magic being used. I was hoping he didn’t possess that ability when it came to traditional listening devices.
 
   I didn’t even glance toward him as I left the room.
 
   Even before I was down the hallway and headed toward a safe location where I could eavesdrop, I jammed the listening device into my ear and hooked an iPod to my belt in case anyone wondered why I was concentrating so intently.
 
   Thank heavens it was free time and I didn’t have to return to the crowded staging room and a dozen chattering models. I avoided the kitchen where the hired help were already eating and escaped through the front door, marching down the crushed shell driveway as if I belonged.
 
   It took less than ten seconds to hear Bran’s rich voice coming through loud and clear, and the tone indicated he wasn’t happy.
 
   “That wasn’t called for,” he said. “We’re already down two personnel; no need to make it three.”
 
   “Bran, darling,” Dominique’s voice oozed appeasement. “You know models and assistants and. . .” she paused, then continued; I could imagine her waving one manicured hand toward the door. “And people who fuss with hair.”
 
   “She’s a professional, Dom, a hairdresser.”“Whatever.” Dominique’s tone tightened. “They’re easily replaced.”
 
   She actually sounded like Ling Mai for a moment. Lose an agent, find a new one, no big deal.
 
   Dominique continued, “You shouldn’t be bothered with such trifles. You know I handle those pesky details so you can focus on what you do so well.”
 
   Oh, that held a wealth of unstated meaning. What was it, besides clothes, that Bran did so well? That question moved to the top of my to-find-out list.
 
   There was silence. Not a comfortable one. The sound of someone moving in the room. Bran probably. Doing what? Creating space from his cousin or giving him time to think? “You mean designing.”
 
   He sounded weary, as if carrying something heavy. I hadn’t heard this side of him yet.
 
   “Yes, designing,” Dominique continued, adding, “And finessing the clientele, who I do believe even now are waiting for your appearance.”
 
   “You make me sound like a gigolo.”
 
   I could hear her give him an air kiss that actually sounded dismissive. “Do be a dear and put in an appearance. These women always buy more when they associate your clothes with you.” 
 
   He took that crap from her? I’d heard of warlocks enthralled by other beings more powerful than themselves, but had thought that was an urban myth.
 
   Bran spoke again, “And if I want them to buy the clothes based on the design, the textures, the care and attention I put into every piece? Is that too much to ask?”
 
   Okay, so maybe all was not well in paradise. There was a sharpness to Bran’s words that would have had me backing up a step, or raising a quick deflection spell to defend myself. So if he was bespelled he wasn’t hiding it in his tone. What the heck was going on around here?
 
   Dominique’s tone sharpened. “These women are cows. They must be led to water, or hay or whatever they feed cows.”
 
   “Now I’m cow fodder?” Bran replied.
 
   “Don’t take this so personally, darling. This is simply business. You trust my business sense, do you not?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Then do as I ask.”
 
    More silence. A weighted one. I used my fingers to press the listening device deeper into my ear, my breath held, to see what he would do. Tiger in the den—managed by his cousin or ready to snap?
 
   “Go on now,” she shooed. “Make nice.”
 
   I could hear movement. Waited.
 
    When his voice came it sounded resigned and far away. Probably near the door. “I’m thinking of canceling future trunk shows. I think we have enough name recognition to do just Milan and New York once a year.”
 
   Take that manipulating bitch! I wanted to high five him, especially as I could hear her struggle to reign in temper beneath her words.
 
   “But we have contracts, commitments.” 
 
   “We’ll discuss it later,” he said, then the door opened and closed, not with a bang but with controlled silence.
 
   Interesting? It was obvious that the cousins worked as a team, but not all was easy between them. I knew I butted heads with my brothers, still did now, but no matter how much we goaded or pushed at one another, there was always caring beneath our words. I wasn’t hearing that between Bran and Dominique. So what did that mean? Familial dysfunction or something more?
 
   I was just ready to remove the earpiece and return to the house, assuming the fireworks were over, when I heard Dominique’s voice again. Loud and clear and sharp enough to snip through metal. 
 
   “St. Clair here.”
 
   So Dominique hadn’t left Bran’s office. Must be a phone call as I couldn’t hear any other voices enter the room and the phone must have been on vibrate as there’d been no telltale ring.
 
    “There were complications,” she said, with barely schooled composure in her voice. I wonder what she meant?
 
    A pause, as if she hesitated or was listening. “Nothing I can’t handle. We proceed as planned.”
 
    Back to business tone.
 
   “Explain?” she snapped the word.
 
   Crap, what I wouldn’t give to hear the other end of the conversation.
 
   “But we’ve had—” A sudden silence, followed by Dominique speaking in a different tone. One more conciliatory. Or afraid. “What kind of test?”
 
   I wondered if the agency could tap Dominique’s cell phone? Something was going down here and I wasn’t getting enough intel.
 
   “I need lead time to make plans, you know that.”
 
   Crap. Crap. Crap. What test? What plans? Was this about the thefts? Or something else?
 
   More silence until she asked sweetly, too sweetly, “What kind of problem?”
 
   I found myself bracing against the danger beneath Dominique’s voice. Then she asked, “Who?”
 
   Followed by a mirthless laugh. “What do you mean he’s not cooperating? He’s trained to resist but all beings can be broken, even shifters.”
 
   Van? Could she mean Van?
 
   My heart kick-started as my breath stalled. 
 
   “They’ll never find him,” she said. “I’ll make sure they don’t.”
 
   Then she swore. One short, pithy phrase I’d heard a thousand times except this time it made my blood freeze.
 
   The door to the room opened and closed. 
 
   Then nothing.
 
  
 
   
 
   
   CHAPTER 13
 
    
 
   “Of course she didn’t mention Van by name, but I know that’s who Dominique was talking about,” I repeated in the secure call I made to Mandy, my stuck-in-a-hospital-bed-because-I-put-her-there handler on this mission. After Dominique’s call, I skipped eating to make a quick check-in to the IR headquarters, feeling the situation had taken a dramatic turn. While at the same time all I had were bits and pieces of what that turn meant, and who was the driving force.
 
    I stood far enough from the house to have a measure of privacy, keeping my voice low just in case. “It was the tone of what she said.”
 
   “Yeah, right, that’s going to go over big in a report to Stone and Ling Mai,” Mandy replied, “The witch has a hunch.” 
 
   It so was a good thing there was a whole Atlantic Ocean between us right then.
 
   I snarled, “Would it be too much to ask to get a trace on Dominique’s phone?”
 
   “Get me the number and I’ll pass it along.”
 
   “Would you like me to borrow the cell and send it to you, too?” My tone was so saccharine sweet I’m surprised Mandy didn’t go into diabetic shock.
 
   “No, that’s okay. Just the number,” came her whiplash response, just as syrupy and insincere.
 
   And Stone wanted us to work as a team. Bull pucky.
 
   I held my phone away from my ear, not sure if strangling it was going to help my tension level at all.
 
   “Listen, Chiquita,” I enunciated every syllable. “If you can’t handle being my go-between, I can send a request direct to Ling Mai and ask for someone a little more competent. Like say the janitor?”
 
   “Keep in mind, witch, who sees Ling Mai every day before you start huffing threats around.”
 
   Damn and double damn, she was right. She was there, with Ling Mai’s ear, and I was here, isolated and vulnerable. 
 
    On the other hand, I had a very good memory and I would not be in France forever.
 
   It took every ounce of control I had to keep my voice level as I repeated. “Have someone get that phone tapped. The number should be available from your end.”
 
   “Yeah, work, work, work.” Mandy released a huge sigh before shifting the conversation, “You met hubba-hubba hunk guy yet?”
 
   Bran.
 
   “Yup.” Tread warily around Mandy, no telling how she could translate the least hint of hesitation on my part. Hesitation or caution.
 
   “And?” 
 
   I glanced around, only a small cluster of ladies sipping wine near the pool, peacocks mingled amongst them. “He’s a warlock of some kind, but I need to know what kind.”
 
   “I thought witches could tell that kind of crap?”
 
   This assignment was getting harder and harder by the second.
 
    “Fine, I’m not getting enough intel to determine what that means.” Except for it being bad news for a witch, but no way was I telling Mandy that tidbit. “Any way I can get some other clue as to what Bran is or isn’t?”
 
   “How the hell are we supposed to know here. You’re the one on site, with all the fancy woo-woo abilities. Can’t you cast a spell or something?”
 
   In spite of Ling Mai’s direct orders to practice my magic at every chance I got, she had no idea how volatile magic was, or how easy it was to slide down to the dark side of it. A simple warding spell here, a summoning spell there and pretty soon you were using magic for all the wrong reasons.
 
   But there was another issue. “Last thing I want to do is alert Bran to my abilities. That’s like giving him a green light to usurp them if he’s that kind of a warlock.”
 
   Mandy laughed, as if she enjoyed my being in the hot seat. “I’d think that stirring him up, up close and personal like would be a perk.”
 
   “Bran’s about as friendly as a polecat in heat.”
 
   “Oh.” I could have sworn Mandy snorted, but her voice was level as she asked, “You want me to report that verbatim to Ling Mai?”
 
   Not in this life. “Let’s just say he’s aloof, very controlled, and better looking in real life.”
 
   I so did not say that last part. Not aloud.
 
   “Poor girl.” Mandy obviously wasn’t feeling my pain. Oh yeah, this gig was a barrel of laughs. “Hang in there, witch, it’s only your first day.”
 
   From Mandy it was meant as a bitch-slap, and it stung. 
 
   “Any specifics Ling Mai wants ferreted out? Besides what I’ve already found?” I asked, back on task, and already second-guessing myself.
 
   “We have a list of models etcetera but you’re to get fingerprints from everyone in the group to cross reference against what Interpol gave us.”
 
   Sure, nothing like a small task. A dozen sets of fingerprints, taken surreptitiously, while living and working in utter mayhem—piece of cake.
 
   “Ah, Mandy, you know of any non-humans who can be beautiful, ice cold, and lethal?” There was something about Dominique St. Clair.
 
   “Figure it out yourself, witch. That’s what you’re there for.”
 
   Damn she was a PIA. “Let me rephrase. If I get you some specifics about a non-human’s attributes you think you could be bothered to dig up some info that will help me identify her? If she was a run of the mill non-human I’d have pegged her by now.” Which was stretching the truth, but no way was I giving Mandy any more ammunition to shoot me down. 
 
   “Who is it?” she asked, though I doubt she realized how much curiosity she revealed in her tone.“Bran’s cousin—”
 
   “That Dominique woman?”
 
   As if Bran had a dozen cousins hanging around. “That’d be the one. Something not a hundred percent about her. I got a hit off my ring but fat lot of good that does.” I glanced around, making sure no one had walked up anywhere near me. “Anything I can do to make her show her true colors?” 
 
   “Have you tried pissing her off? You should be good at that,” came Mandy’s not-so-helpful advice. 
 
   On second thought, that might not be a bad idea. Dangerous, but a sure fire way to find out. Most non-humans, like humans, showed their truest personalities while under duress. 
 
   “Alex?” Mandy’s voice poked me.
 
   “What?”
 
   “You know that was a joke,” she sounded unsure, like I’d felt when unleashing three echo-demons instead of one.
 
   “Joke or not, it might work.”
 
   “I don’t think that’s a good idea.” Mandy’s tone made the hairs on the back of my neck stand up.
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Didn’t you listen to any of Fassbinder’s lectures?”
 
   Mandy was talking about the IR instructor tasked with teaching our so-called team what was known, and not known, about the creatures walking among humans; heavy emphasis on the unknown. Growing up in a household of shifters I had more experience than the rest of the group with non-human contact, but let’s face it, Mud Lake, Idaho wasn’t a hot bed of non-human activity. Shifters, the periodic Weres, a vamp or two that wandered by on the way to Seattle, but not a lot else. I saw a pixie once, but it was suffering from dementia so I don’t think it counted as a good example of how all pixies acted.
 
   I shook my head, as if Mandy could see me. “Fraulein Fassbinder has that stupid lisp on top of her German accent and every other phrase out of her mouth was, ‘We think but don’t know for sure.’” 
 
   Mandy released a sigh on the other end of the connection. At last there might be something we agreed on. “There was that, but Fassbinder knows her mythology.”
 
   “Fine, so if I screw up things go wrong,” I admitted, mentally bitch-slapping myself for telling Mandy too much. “Just give me the condensed version of why I shouldn’t poke at a potential fae, or fallen angel, or whatever the heck St. Clair is?”
 
   “Because most “others” only reveal themselves when they feel threatened.”
 
   Wasn’t that the point? I might be wiped out, but I wasn’t dumb. “As in when they turn dangerous.”
 
   “And deadly.”
 
   Well crap, there was that. “Why don’t I just ask her what she is, would that help?” I asked, my turn at a snide joke.
 
   “You do that.” 
 
    And just like that Mandy took all my fun away. 
 
   “Fine. Anything else I should know in the meantime?” I asked, only partially tongue in cheek.
 
   “No.” She paused, then added, “You do know that Bran being a warlock makes this a whole new ball game.”
 
   As if I hadn’t already figured that out, but damn, I didn’t want Mandy to realize it so quickly either. The agency knew that witches were vulnerable to warlocks and as soon as Ling Mai got the report she’d pull me out so fast my head would levitate. Time to shift Mandy’s attention.
 
   “Look, Mandy,” I paused. A Noziak asking for help didn’t come easy, even if the request was half ploy. A Noziak asking for help from Mandy might be a very bad idea. She could hang me out to flutter in the wind, or screw up my request, which could put me in more danger, not less.
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   I fingered the ring Ling Mai had given me. Its coolness seemed to help as did hearing Ling Mai’s voice saying, “Remember, you’re part of a team and you have abilities to hone. Do so and you could be unstoppable.”
 
   “You need something?” Mandy prodded, for once not sounding snippy.
 
   “Yeah.” I released a sigh. “With St. Clair’s phone conversation, I’m thinking I need more backup here.”
 
   This time it was Mandy who went silent, no doubt in shock because I’d even asked. Heck, I was in shock.
 
   “I’ll tell Ling Mai, but you know she’ll yank you out. You’ve already screwed the mission just by being an incompetent witch, now you’re asking for help?” came the withering response. So much for a hell, yes, we’ll cover your six. 
 
   Best to act as if I were a lone witch, which I was until I got yanked from the mission. The clock was ticking.
 
    “I’ll get the prints to you as soon as I can find a means,” I said. “Out.” 
 
   I didn’t return to the staging room inside the chateau immediately, though. Instead I stood looking beyond the lavender fields, a row of poplar trees framing the fading cerulean sky. I scanned the house, mellow golden in the early evening twilight. A quick glance picked out Bran standing amongst a flock of French matrons. His shoulders looked rigid, but that could be a trick of the light.
 
   Was he involved with Van’s disappearance? If so why allow an agent in his midst to poke around? Unless he figured a measly hairdresser from a small agency was no threat at all. What was that expression? Keep your friends close but your enemies closer. And by keeping me on a tight leash within his sphere of power he no doubt thought he could neutralize any damage to him. 
 
   “Think again, big guy,” I whispered aloud. “Think again.”
 
   If Big-Shot, single-name warlock Bran thought he was safe, he was wrong. And if Miss-I’m-Too-Good-For-You cousin believed the same thing, she was wrong, too.
 
   Very wrong. 
 
    I didn’t want to be here, but I was; and right now I was probably the only chance of finding out what the hell this group was up to. And I’d better do it quick, before I was ordered out. Like I was planning on following those orders. The second I left this Bran bunch, Van’s life expectancy plummeted.
 
   No matter who was involved, or what they were involved in, or who I had to take down in the process, I was staying, with or more likely without my team’s backing.
 
   Hone your abilities.
 
   Maybe Ling Mai was giving me more than a pep talk. Start with small spells and work my way up. Do no harm to others and I should be okay. With hope.
 
   One last glance at Bran and I headed toward the house. First things first. Find some grub. Even peons were allowed to eat.
 
   Then I’d get to work. The sooner I found the puppet master and thief, the sooner I could focus one hundred percent on finding Van. So help any of these people if they were involved in that.
 
   I loved it when life was black and white.
 
  
 
   
 
   
   CHAPTER 14
 
    
 
   I clenched my frosting pick and wondered if it’d be rude to jab it up a certain prancing man’s backside? Poor form, no doubt. 
 
   “Chop chop, ladies, time’s a wasting.”
 
   Oh, it was so tempting.
 
   “New girl. Jade needs more oomph with her bangs.”
 
   I was not a miracle worker. I couldn’t manufacture bangs where there were none to begin with. Not in seventeen seconds.
 
   “You want me to cut some from back here?” I fisted my hand in a hank of hair along Jade’s neck. “And glue them on her forehead?” I asked sweetly. Too sweetly. My brothers would know to tap dance around me with that tone. Mr. Chop-Chop was about to learn.
 
   He spread his hands like a flock of pigeons taking flight. “It’s your job, not mine. Must I do everything around here?” He flounced off before I could respond—or use the frosting pick.
 
   A shame.
 
   “The man is clueless,” Collette murmured behind me, changing into a frothy gown of diaphanous pink and orange. A color combo I’d never consider going together, but on the dark-haired woman it looked sharp and sassy.
 
   As I spritzed Jade’s hair, sans bangs, I asked, “Is he always this . . .” 
 
   “Big a pain in the ass?”
 
   “Impossible?”
 
   “Cruising for a bruising?”
 
   I laughed. “Yeah, that about sums it up.” I handed Jade a jar of gel, making sure I handled only the top and bottom as I passed it to the model. “Can you hold this?”
 
   Jade nodded, planting a full set of prints around the container. “He wasn’t always this bad,” she offered to a series of head shakings and groans. “No, I mean it. Four months ago, when he started out, he was actually kind of shy.”
 
   Interesting. Not the shy part, I didn’t believe that for a moment, but the fact the man hadn’t been with the group long. Since the thefts had gone on for at least a year, that let Chop-Chop off the hook.
 
   Too bad, I’d have loved to use cuffs on the guy and not in a sexy, let’s-have-some-fun way.
 
   I nudged the conversation in the direction I wanted it to move. “Hasn’t the show been on the road for some time? I figured everyone’s been with the group since they began. You all seem very comfortable with each other.”
 
   “What you’re really saying is we’re all as crazy as fruitcakes and rubbing off on each other.” Collette grinned. While changing, or with the models, the woman’s Liverpool accent came through loud and strong. Amongst the guests, the model spoke what sounded like charm-school French in a demure whisper. 
 
   I eyed the woman’s half-empty water bottle; glass, not plastic. Two down, a good ten or more to go.
 
   “So how many have been here since the show started?” I asked, winding a coil of Jade’s hair around my index finger. Chop-Chop might not get bangs, but he’d get his volume.
 
   Collette glanced around. “I’ve been here since the start. Actually worked with Bran when he was still at Brighton, doing his one-a-days.”
 
   “One-a-days?”
 
   “Yeah. You rent a hall. Gather a core group of models. Promote like hell and hope a couple of nabobs will hear about it and take a risk.”
 
   “Sounds iffy.” I curled another ringlet, securing it above the last one, not wanting to think of Bran scraping and struggling, daring all on a near-impossible dream. Not that the average warlock ever struggled, not in their genetic make-up. So why did he not use the dark powers most warlocks had access to in the blink of an eye? Was there more to him than I’d first noticed?
 
   It was safer to think of him as in control of his world, on top and assured. Not that I wanted to think of him at all. He was a mission. That was all.
 
   “Those early years were iffy.” Collette shimmied into a dark red silk sheath that made my mouth water. “Man’s a bloody genius, though, and a frigging hard worker. Would have been easy to bitch and moan about the way his family treated him, but he never did. Not even when they tried to stab him in the back.”
 
   “In what way?” 
 
   Intel, not interest. 
 
   In a pig’s ear.
 
   “Early days he could have used a bit of endorsement, if you know what I mean. But that harpy of a mother of his did just the opposite. Poison, sheer poison, her spreading lies and rumors. His old man simply turned his back. Bloody pikers the two of ‘em.”
 
   “Didn’t seem to hurt him much,” I said. “I mean, look where he’s at now.”
 
   “All by his own blood and sweat it is.” Collette looked around the crowded room, her voice low against the chatter of the other models. “And he never forgets who helped him either. Man’s a bloody saint if you ask me.”
 
   Warlock turned saint? Not likely. And definitely not the man who told me to take a hike yesterday. I’d avoided him since then so he hadn’t had a second chance to tell me to leave. Could he have cast a blood spell for success? Very powerful stuff, but I’d believe that sooner than I’d believe he didn’t call on any of his magic to get where he was today.
 
   I casually asked, “What do you mean he’s a saint?”
 
   “Two years ago, Suzette’s mother died sudden like. Man had her flown back home in the middle of a show, by private jet, and all the funeral arrangements taken care of. He that don’t have a lot of family, he knows they matter.” 
 
   I glanced toward the assistant Suzette, who nodded her bobbed head, eyes all but invisible beneath her bangs. A different image of Bran was appearing; one warring with my instincts to label him as strictly bad news.
 
   Collette continued, “Then when Pamela had that boyfriend who was no good. Kept slapping her around. Well one night Bran went and paid the wanker a visit. No problems after that.” 
 
   I wondered what spell Bran had used? A disappearing one? Or a mind-wipe one. They were harder, requiring much more magic, and very tricky. Not that I’d ever done one. They were black magic and I didn’t touch the stuff. But I bet Bran did. Still?
 
   “The man went in person?” This didn’t sound like the aloof, hands-off guy I’d butted heads with yesterday.
 
   “Sure did. Never said a word, but Pamela saw Bran, didn’t you, Pammy?”
 
   A willowy blond who looked as ethereal as air popped her head out of the neck of an organza blue cloud of a dress. “Sure enough. That man’s all right in my book.”
 
   “Interesting.” I nodded for Jade to move away. The woman glanced at herself in the standing mirror.
 
   “Oh, I like this. A bit of all right. You go, hairdresser.”
 
   Take that Chop-Chop. 
 
   As if summoned, the slight man bounced into the room, his face wreathed in smiles, his hair poker-straight. “Ladies, attention, ladies.” He clapped his hands as if we were scattered over a football field instead of in a ten-by-ten foot room. “I have an announcement to make.”
 
   I wanted him to get on with it, but the man had his own sense of timing. He waited until all voices subsided before waving in a woman standing directly behind him. “Girls, pay attention.” 
 
   Jade’s bubble gum popped.
 
   “This is Sasha. Our new model.” Franco beamed, though the smile held a hint of tightness. “Sasha, this is Team Bran. Girls, be nice to her.”
 
   No one said a word. I glanced around. Tension bloomed, but I couldn’t pinpoint the why or where it came from. Of course “Team Bran” would ruffle any sane person. 
 
   I cast a look at the new woman. Striking enough in an angular way. Long-legged, dark-skinned, gaunt look around the eyes. Was it professional jealously from the regulars? Or Franco treating them like half-brain peons? Or something else?
 
   The woman looked as uncomfortable as a jackass introduced into a herd of thoroughbreds. But her look dared anyone to say a word.
 
   My ring started to heat and I looked closer, but couldn’t see a lot. Fae, maybe? There were as many different kinds of fae as there were shifters and warlocks, but one thing they all had in common was the ability to hold glamour well. Which could explain her looks and her stillness.
 
   “Now, girls,” Franco barged ahead, either not sensing the unease or aware, but blatantly ignoring it. My money was on the latter. The guy could give lessons to a steamroller. “Sasha has done mostly runway work. I expect you all to help her transition into the way we do business here. Now chop, chop. We have a show to put on.”
 
   The man hopped away, but not before I caught a very un-Franco like glance at Sasha—one filled with wariness. But it happened so fast, I couldn’t be sure if I saw or imagined it.
 
   Suzette stepped up to direct the woman to a corner of the already cramped room and conversations started buzzing around us once again.
 
   I sidled over to where Collette stood, her eyes sharp on the new model.
 
   “What’s the problem?” I asked, keeping my voice low and pushing the acquaintance a little too fast, but then time was something I didn’t have to waste.
 
   Collette cast me a speculative look before shrugging, her voice a husky murmur when she spoke, “If that woman’s a model, then I’m a hairdresser.”I glanced back at Sasha: long legs, nice enough figure, stunningly angular face. What was Collette seeing that I missed?
 
   “I don’t get it,” I admitted. “Why do you think she’s not a pro?”
 
   “The way she walks. The way she holds her head. No calluses on her feet in those sandals. There’s a hundred small signs.”
 
   Go figure.
 
   “From what I heard, Franco needs a model,” I pushed, hoping the half-guess was mostly true. “You think he’s desperate enough that he’s willing to go with someone without much experience?”
 
   “Doesn’t make sense.” Collette shook her head. “He could have a dozen girls here by the end of the day by using Bran’s name. Women want to work for him as he treats them like people not cattle.”
 
   I didn’t mention that benevolence didn’t extend to hairdressers, but asked instead, “Maybe Franco’s doing a favor for a friend?”
 
   “And risking his own job? The minute Dragon Lady finds out Frankie-O hired a dud, the man’s toast.”
 
   I didn’t have to work hard to figure out who Dragon Lady was. Dominique St. Clair. Interesting. Bran was a saint, but his cousin, far from it.
 
   “Oh, well, luv, not my problem,” Collette sighed. “I’ll give the bugger a chance and wish her luck.”
 
   I nodded before coming to a decision and crossing to greet the new model, my hand extended. “Hi, I’m Alex, the hairdresser. Well, one of the hairdressers.”
 
   The woman glanced at my outstretched hand as if it contained typhoid germs. She said nothing.
 
   I let my hand drop. I’d have to track down Vaughn and ask her if they greeted each other differently in the hoity-toity world, as my track record was now zero for zero with the handshaking approach. 
 
   Lord, I hoped that didn’t mean I’d have to start hugging people. Or air-kissing? Yuck! Just my luck.
 
   “I wanted to say welcome.” I cleared my throat, noting the other woman’s look was very direct and very guarded. “I’m new here, too, so I don’t know much, but thought you’d like to know you’re not alone.”
 
   “Thanks.” The word was said in an insipid whisper. 
 
   So much for winning friends and influencing people.
 
   “Fine.” I wiped my hand across my smock, aware nerves had dampened my palms. “I’ll see you around.”
 
   As if sharing small prep spaces, eating meals together in the employee-designated zone, and sleeping like college kids dorm-like in two small bedrooms gave us any other option.
 
   The better for my task. I snatched a discarded ceramic mug Suzette had used earlier. Three sets of fingerprints down. At this rate I might get most of the crew by the end of the day.
 
   Things were looking up.
 
  
 
   
 
   
   CHAPTER 15
 
    
 
   Things were going to hell in a hand-basket.
 
   “Report.” The message scrolled across the laptop window.
 
   The agent typed carefully. At any time someone could enter the library, though it was the least visited of the rooms in the chateau.
 
   “Insertion completed successfully.”
 
   “Any suspicions?”
 
   A few shrewd glances. A smirk. The new girl watching very carefully. “No.”
 
   “Any new data?”
 
   “New body on site. Staff.”
 
   “Details.”
 
   “Alex Noziak. American. Native-American ancestry. Hairdresser.”
 
   “Who brought her in?”
 
   Hadn’t determined that. “Best guess—Bran.”
 
   “Doesn’t St. Clair handle new employees?”
 
   “Usually, yes.”
 
   “Get a set of her prints.”
 
   “Will do.”
 
   “Anything else?”
 
   How could one describe the intangible? The increasing tension. Wariness where weeks ago there was little. The sharper tone uttered more often. Nothing concrete, everything nebulous. Stress probably, but it could be something else entirely. 
 
   “Nothing else to report.”
 
   “Next check in?”
 
   “Moving tonight. Monte Carlo. Hotel de Paris. Next day, the Annaliesse. Yacht. Owner—Andrea Liveras. “
 
   “The tycoon?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “How’s he involved?”
 
   “Not sure yet. Will report from there if possible.”
 
   “Get data on the new American.”
 
   “Will do.”
 
   The communication was complete.
 
  
 
   
 
   
   CHAPTER 16
 
    
 
   I stepped out on the rooftop terrace, the evening stars beginning to twinkle in the darkening sky. It’d been another long day, filled with people. Eight prints down though, so it’d been good. 
 
   I still hadn’t heard from the agency. Was I really so completely expendable? No orders to pull out and no news on any backup. Cut the agency’s losses and find a new witch to train? It’s what I’d do and Ling Mai and I were very much alike in that way, bottom line kind of people. But as long as I was out of prison, I was here and I could push to learn what was going on. That and find a connection to Van.
 
   On my own or not I still needed to find out what, Bran and his cousin knew about Van. That would determine my next moves.
 
   All in all it’d been a good day. Except for the tension. Something had happened when the Sasha woman appeared. Less unrestrained talk. More wariness. Less give and take amongst the behind- the-scenes people. A shift in perception that I couldn’t put my finger on. 
 
   But then it was hard to analyze and think with people always swarming around. It was everything I could do to keep from rubbing up and bumping into everyone all day and no way was there time or space to practice magic.
 
    “You are undisciplined only because you choose to be.” 
 
   Ling Mai’s words echoed inside me. Damn, I hated how she made me doubt myself even more. Or maybe she just picked at an open wound. What did she know about using magic? About the backlash. I’d been very lucky I hadn’t killed my brother when I’d killed the rogue Were trying to take him out. And the backlash? I’d say prison counted. Both prison and being a disposable IR agent.
 
   I shook my head to clear it from negative thoughts. This end of the chateau was relatively quiet now, most of the guests and models mingled around the pool area, lit up by a hundred intimate candles. Wine flowed freely as did appetizers prepared by the chateau’s gourmet chef. I had to give the man credit, he made one mean sauce over duck. Even the peons got to taste some in the back kitchen. No doubt Dominique would be appalled.
 
   With a sigh I moved across the flat roof, square and bordered by a stone railing, soaking in the blessed near-silence. Too late I noted I wasn’t alone.
 
   Bran. 
 
   Double damn. I recognized his silhouette even in the deepening gloam and before my ring warmed my skin like a faint tingle. Could it protect me against his dark magic? Or against him? It’d have to be one doozy of a protection emblem to do either.
 
   He’d been facing away, his gaze over the Bordeaux landscape, but the minute I appeared he pivoted as if he sensed my presence, though I wore soft-soled shoes. He looked very much alone. A warlock with the weight of the world on his shoulders. I had a few issues to discuss with him, but now didn’t seem the time. The night closed us off. It created a false intimacy. A dangerous awareness. 
 
   “I’m sorry to intrude,” I said, planning on turning and leaving. “I didn’t know you were here.”
 
   “Stay.” His one word stopped me. Or maybe it was the tone. A dark, compelling sound laced with a French accent. It was as intoxicating as the lavender-laden scents brushing the air. A scent that also smelled ocean fresh.
 
   Think with your head, not your hormones. This isn’t a tryst. It’s business. And he isn’t a lover. 
 
   Yet.
 
   Damn, I so did not think that.
 
   So why did my hands get clammy? My pulse kick up? I could barely see the man in the deepening twilight and I was acting like the first time I’d sneaked out to meet Billy Wilder. And look where that’d gotten me. Grounded for a week, never ending jibes from all four of my brothers to this day. And one hell of a first kiss.
 
   Okay, nix the last thought. 
 
   Business. Focus on the business.
 
   “You want to talk?” I said, glad my voice sounded level. Calm. 
 
   Okay, I could do this.
 
   “As I said before, you must leave.”
 
   Been there, said that, still wasn’t going to make me leave. Not with Van’s life on the line.
 
   “Not your call.” I was pleased my tone was even.
 
   “You have no idea what you’re dealing with.”
 
   “Then tell me.” I stepped forward. A dare, but dangerous as it put me that much closer to him. Besides why the hell did he care?
 
   Back to task. 
 
   “Little witches who play out of their league can be badly burned,” he said, his voice deeper, lower, a cross between threat and caress, the tone at odds with the words. “Little witches who leave listening devices where they don’t belong are especially vulnerable.”
 
   He held out his palm and I noticed the small bug I’d planted under his desk earlier.
 
   Caught. He knew what I was as I knew what he was. But there were degrees of knowing.
 
   I shook my head, trying to clear it. So now he knew I wasn’t beyond checking him out as a suspect. 
 
   Deal with one issue at a time. But before I could he asked, “Do your superiors know what you are?”
 
   “Not your concern.”
 
   He tilted his head. “It can be my concern if I reveal to them what I know about you.”
 
   “I don’t respond well to threats.” I stepped close enough my voice wouldn’t carry. “Especially from arrogant warlocks.”
 
   He smiled, his teeth a gleam in the darkness.
 
   I was near enough to smell his very sexy cologne and the heat of his skin beneath it. No cinnamon here as there’d been in his office; something more elemental, more primordial.
 
   Mistake.
 
   He paused, then asked, “Are you willing to die?”
 
   “Not if I have a choice,” I answered truthfully, surprised that I spoke so freely to him. What was wrong with me?
 
   He said something in a tongue I didn’t recognize. I didn’t hear it as much as feel it, wrapping around me, lulling me, soothing.
 
   A spell? Would he be so bold? 
 
   In a heartbeat.
 
   He stepped closer, hands now jammed in his pockets, his shoulders loose. So why did I feel threatened?
 
   “What are you doing?” I asked, my voice hoarse, my legs weighted to the rooftop as if they grew there.
 
   Not good. What had Ling Mai called this place? The tiger’s den. And Bran was the tiger. I fingered my ring, twirling it slowly, each revolution like hearing a song sung far off and faint. Touching the ring was like having a crossing guard stop sign flashed before me. It could shout STOP, but didn’t indicate if a Mini Cooper or a semi-truck was bearing down on me. And it sure as heck wasn’t making it easy not to get caught in the web Bran was weaving.
 
   Van. Think Van.
 
   I squared my shoulders and shook my head. “If you have nothing new, it’s been a long day and I understand we’re leaving early in the morning for the next location.”
 
   I summoned every ounce of energy I had to whisper the words. There was tired and there was stupid. Stupid could get me killed.
 
   “Yes.” He didn’t move, but I sensed a change. “I mean what I said.”
 
   I too easily recalled his words. “About my leaving?”
 
   “It’s still true.”
 
   “You asked specifically for me.” 
 
   They weren’t the words I’d meant to utter. 
 
   “My wanting you to leave is not personal.”
 
   Like hell, it wasn’t. I came, he saw, not I wasn’t good enough. Sounded personal to me.
 
   “I won’t get in your way as long as you don’t block mine.” There, I could do this.
 
   He waved his hand. Not spell casting, but as if breaking his own train of thoughts. Not a Franco gesture, but the movement of a man searching for different words than he’d originally meant to use. “Are you willing to face the risks of remaining?”
 
   He smiled in the darkness, bringing my attention to the shape of his lips. Dangerous territory. I could handle him better butting heads, thinking of him as a dangerous warlock. 
 
   “Yes.” I flexed my fingers against my jeans, aware they had been clenched. “I’m here to do a job. The sooner I can finish it the sooner I can leave.”
 
   Two polite strangers, dancing around one another.
 
   Just when I thought I had my racing pulse under control he stepped even closer. So close there was little but shadows between us.
 
   Beware the darkness, there be dragons and warlocks. 
 
   I remained rooted to the spot. Training? Not likely, especially as it couldn’t explain the breathless free-fall my stomach took. I told myself the sensation was because I feared his powers as a warlock, which I did, but that wasn’t all.
 
   He reached toward me, his sculpted face all angles and slashes in the moon-tinged darkness, his lips curled in a sexy half-smile. His fingers ever so lightly touched my collar. Touched and lingered.
 
   “It is off,” he said. 
 
   My collar or my sanity? Or both?
 
   I said nothing as his fingers paused, sucking away the remainder of my breath. His nostrils flared, the skin of his face tightened. Arousal? It couldn’t be. This was the world-famous Bran and I was meant to be invisible.
 
   He wasn’t even touching my skin, for cripe’s sake. Get a grip on it. He was a warlock.
 
   He wasn’t my ally, or even my real employer. There’d be no emotions between us. Not even those between casual acquaintances. If he were behind Van’s disappearance, I’d take him down. No matter how sexy his smile, or how dark his scent on the night air. 
 
   Until I could prove otherwise he was the enemy and it was vital I remember that.
 
   “You are frightened?” His words lingered as his fingers had, which now thankfully had been removed. 
 
   I shook my head as no response seeped past my desert-dry throat.
 
   “Yet you tremble.”
 
   That snapped my spine straight. I wasn’t a giddy schoolgirl; I was an operative. Best to remember it.
 
   “Nonsense.” I stepped back, curling my arms around my upper body. He was right, I was trembling, but it’d be a cold day in Vegas before I’d admit it. “It’s been a long couple of days and I’m still dealing with jet lag.”
 
   “Are you?” Now the tone mocked. Or was I mocking myself?
 
   “Yes. I don’t like to fly.” Truth was I didn’t like to free-fall. He remained standing there, close enough I watched the increase in his breathing, could almost hear his heart pound louder. 
 
   “I’m the hairdresser,” I spoke to him but also to myself. Setting the record straight. Wanting to end the crazy tension lacing between us. “It’s best we both remember that.”
 
   “Are you afraid of me, little witch?”
 
   “No.” On some levels it was the truth. But on others—best not to go there. He wasn’t just any man and I wasn’t just any woman. Keep thinking warlock to witch. Keep my guard up.
 
   “You are sure?” The man was like a waterfall, relentless, determined in his own way. But wanting what? To confuse me? He was doing a damned fine job of that. Distract me? Yup, doing that, too. But making me lose sight of why I was here; he wasn’t going to win on that level.
 
   “Good night,” I said, with more force than I intended, stepping farther away, breaking the invisible spell between us.
 
   “I shall see you tomorrow?”
 
   “Most likely, since I am staying.” Bring it home, Alex. Make it clear. “Until my task is complete.”
 
   His head snapped as if I’d slapped him. His tone tightened. “I understand. But it is not over between us.”
 
   Another threat? Or something else?
 
   I was here to do a job, and the sooner I did it the sooner I could find Van. 
 
   “Good night,” I repeated.
 
   “Bonne nuit.” 
 
   Damn, even the simple phrases packed a wallop when he spoke them. No doubt it was the accent. It had to be the accent.
 
   I crossed the rooftop, pausing as I reached the stairs leading below to glance once over my shoulder. 
 
   Bran remained where he’d been. Only he was no longer looking out across the chateau’s grounds. 
 
   He was watching me. 
 
   I brushed at the sudden goosebumps crawling up my arms and headed downstairs.
 
  
 
   
 
  
 
   CHAPTER 17
 
    
 
   When I reached the bottom of the stairs leading from the roof I realized I was breathing hard, as if I’d run a fast race and barely escaped with my skin.
 
   Ridiculous.
 
   A quick glance down the hallway reassured me I was alone yet I’d only taken a few steps when a nearby door opened. Suzette poked her head out of the room, looking in both directions, obviously as focused as I was on not being seen. Unfortunately neither of us were going to get what we wanted.
 
   “Good evening,” I said, as her gaze zeroed in on me. She wasn’t tall, a good four or five inches shorter than I was, and had a slender build, a nervous manner, as if easily spooked. Her bobbed dark hair and wide glasses made her look like a kitten waiting to be pounced on.
 
   Her eyes widened, as if she’d been caught doing something, but her voice was a conspiratorial whisper as she stepped out of the room and closed the door behind her. “Good, I was hoping I could speak to you,” she said, surprising the heck out of me.
 
   “Why?” 
 
   She leaned closer, as if her words might carry far even though she was speaking so low. She glanced in the direction I’d just left, a hesitant smile tugging at her lips. “I don’t mean to intrude,” she said.
 
   “Intrude on what?” I didn’t do nuances well. After a verbal battle with Bran on the rooftop and a very long day all I wanted was to escape to my bed. I could practice witchcraft tomorrow if I could find a private few moments. Ling Mai be damned for now.
 
   Suzette glanced down the hallway again, shirking one shoulder in the direction of the stairs I’d just descended. “It’s not my business, but I thought it’d be kinder to tell you.”
 
   I was tempted to grab her shoulders and shake the words from her, but kicking the helpless wasn’t my way.
 
   “Tell me what? I’m really tired and not firing on all pistons.”
 
   Her brows tightened as if I were talking Greek, then she ducked her head, making the dim hall lights spark off her glasses. Her voice carried an accent that wasn’t familiar to me though she spoke impeccable English. “You’re new and may not realize how he operates.”
 
   Now I was glancing toward the stairs. “As in Bran?”
 
   “Yes.” She fluttered her hands as if I had shouted the words. “He’s a good man, deep down, I think. And he can be kind. . .”
 
   I waved her on, leaning closer, more tempted than ever to rattle whatever she had to say out of her. “What should I know about him?”
 
   “He plays favorites,” she said it with a rush of air as if she revealed a deep dark secret.
 
   That was it? Favorites?
 
   Her brow raised, as if willing me to translate what she was saying so she didn’t have to say it herself.
 
   I latched onto the quickest explanation. “You mean he has affairs with the hired help?” 
 
   She jerked her head as if I’d goosed her. “I wouldn’t call them affairs.” Her nose scrunched as if smelling skunk. If my ring wasn’t stone cold, meaning she was all human  I’d think she might be a Wererat or Weremouse with her small tells. “He means nothing by them. But. . .”
 
   “But it’s easy for the women involved to think he does,” I said, watching and not surprised to see her shoulders relax, her expression smooth. I’d come to the right conclusion without her having to betray her employer.
 
   Lucky me.
 
   “As I said, he’s mostly a good man but it’s so easy to see girls get hurt. Thinking he means more than he does. And then. . .”
 
   This drifting off with sentences half said was driving me batty, but I kept my voice neutral and even offered a tired smile as I finished the last part. “And then there are hurt feelings. Maybe a scene or two. People losing their jobs—”
 
   “Oh, he never fires them.”
 
   I bet he didn’t. I bet he left that up to Dragon Lady. 
 
   “But they leave,” I clarified. Another list of possible suspects—jilted lovers with an agenda. They’d know how the shows worked, where they were being held and how to get behind the scenes. 
 
   “Best for all,” Suzette murmured, bringing me back to the present, her gaze skittering away.
 
   “So you’re warning me to be careful around him?” I’d figured that out myself already.
 
   “Yes.” She glanced at me, her look pleading. “I knew you’d understand. It’d be so lovely to have you stay for a while. You’re nice.”
 
   Boy, had she pegged me wrong, but telling her would be doing that kitten-kicking thing. Besides, she’d tried to do me a favor here. I patted her shoulder, new best buddies. “Thanks, Suzette, I appreciate the advice.”
 
   She smiled, a relieved sigh following it before she nodded and headed down the hallway, stopping at the end to turn and offer a small wave.
 
   Yup, new best buddies. Which could work out great. Having the assistant as my conduit could give me behind the scenes intel. Sweet.
 
   And as for Bran, now his actions on the roof made sense. If you can’t get rid of the problem, seduce her, and keep her focused on what he intended, not what I intended.
 
   Made perfect sense. Hurt like a mule kick but it made sense.
 
   I started walking in the direction that Suzette had gone, but when I reached the turn at the end of the hallway I heard a noise and looked behind me. For a second I thought it was nothing, but just in case I cast a simple cloaking spell, pulling shadows a little deeper around me. It wouldn’t help if someone came up close but could let me see the length of the hallway without being clearly seen in return.
 
   Take that Ling Mai—there were some spells I could do easily, especially the white magic ones.
 
   I waited a few seconds and bingo, there was movement at the opposite end of the hall, near the roof stairway.
 
   Sasha, the new girl, stepped stealthily from shadow, through the dim light, and disappeared up the stairs, heading to the roof.
 
   Right behind her came a large, buff-colored poodle with fluffy hair that would take a full-time stylist. Funny, I hadn’t noticed a dog at the chateau before this, but it looked like something one of the clients would bring along. Another way to stand out to Bran.
 
   Who was being a very busy boy tonight. A tryst? Or something else?
 
   Would he sweet talk Sasha like he’d tried with me? Or—and just like  I put what I’d heard on the rooftop with what I knew of nonhumans and  I knew what type of warlock Bran was. 
 
   A word wizard.
 
   Hot damn. I’d heard of them before, but they were rare, so rare a lot of witches thought they were an urban myth. Word wizards could manipulate language, use the sound of their voices to get what they wanted. The stronger ones, and I held no doubt Bran was one, could actually have humans work against their own best interests, if the word spell was potent enough. Savonarola, the Italian Dominican friar had been a word wizard type of warlock—so had the Russian mystic, Grigori Rasputin and Hitler. Some said Churchill might have had a spark of word wizard blood flowing through his veins, too.
 
   No wonder I’d been so rattled speaking to Bran. What could he convince an innocent human to do? Or a smitten woman?
 
   Time to stop being either and start treating him like the threat he was.
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
   CHAPTER 18
 
    
 
   Cars revved along the stone streets of Monte Carlo, flower sellers hustled with fishmongers and a brisk-scented ocean spray blew off the Mediterranean. A scent that reminded me of Bran. A sensory bombardment bordering on overload, especially combined with two hard-pressed days of fashion shows from the Hotel de Paris. 
 
   I’d stayed out of Bran’s way since the rooftop, and surprisingly he’d kept away from me. Two wary adversaries circling one another. Either that or he was too busy with nose-in-the-air Sasha who did not play nice in the sandbox with the other models and kept herself to herself. And that wasn’t jealousy speaking. That was a professional assessment of the increasing tension.
 
   The troupe was shifting to a new venue; one that had the hair on the back of my neck standing up straight. We were heading to a luxury yacht and I wanted to go running in the opposite direction.
 
    Instead I softly groaned. Even mention such a la-de-dah statement to my brothers and I’d never hear the end of it. From the Curl Up and Dye Salon to the Hotel de Paris—I’d come a long way in a short time; Mud Lake to Monaco. Who’d have thought it?
 
   Which could explain the fish-out-of-water sensation slapping against me. That and the fact I still hadn’t heard from the IR agency. Intentionally?
 
   My nerves warred with my thoughts. Would they contact me if they found news about Van? Truth was I didn’t trust my team yet. I didn’t trust them to watch out for me and I didn’t trust them to work as hard to find and free Van as I would. Problem was I had a real team before I’d ever come to the IR agency—my family, and hanging out doing my hairdresser thing was not getting me closer to helping Team Noziak. That and expecting to be pulled and sent straight to prison if I screwed up, no passing Go and collecting anything, had my nerves razor tight. No way could I help Van from behind bars.
 
   Ling Mai was a pro at playing her cards close to her vest. 
 
   With a quick prayer to Ayami, my shaman spirit mentor, for the rash act I was about to commit, I edged away from the crowd of models and assistants standing near the quay waiting their turn to be ferried to the foo-foo yacht in the harbor, our next design venue. Monte Carlo was glitzy and exotic and even more fairytale like than the chateau, but the yacht was said to put the town to shame. 
 
   Either way I was out of my comfort zone. Plus it’d mean I’d be isolated physically, and over water. Water meant it was harder to access ley lines for back up magic, plus warding spells didn’t work well without being able to ground to earth.
 
   So working on a yacht, no matter how big it was, felt like stepping into a big box with my powers seriously compromised. The powers I was trying to fine tune and practice but rarely got a moment alone. No wonder my hackles were up.
 
   I paused near an older fisherman, leaning against a stack of plastic crates, my ring alerting me to his otherness. A selkie was my best guess. Mostly harmless if left alone. 
 
   I’d been on my mission less than a week, but even a slow learner could comprehend this wasn’t going as I’d hoped—no quick in and out gig. Which brought its own set of frustrations. Were Bran and troupe involved with Van’s disappearance? What clues was I missing? When was I going to get yanked? And the biggest question: how long could I remain ineffectual with my brother’s life at risk? 
 
   I wasn’t the only one who appeared to be walking on nails. I couldn’t put my finger on the cause or causes of the models’ unease. The new model Sasha? Who barely spoke, much less mingled with anyone else? Franco Chop-Chop with his frenzied dictation and changing hair colors? His short Caesar now dazzled lava-color with highlights of apricot. It almost required sunglasses to look at him. And then there was Bran, who I should be treating as just another suspect.
 
   Too bad it wasn’t working that well. I’d caught his gaze on me time and time again. A gaze that made my stomach clench and my breath back up. 
 
   Magic casting? Possibly? He was a word wizard, but that didn’t mean he didn’t have other talents. I could use white magic and then there was my other ability. The one I’d promised my dad I’d never access. Because when I did, things went from bad to worse, really worse. Which is why I was an Invisible Recruit versus locked away in prison for manslaughter.
 
   Magic could backfire in so many ways and I was living proof of that.
 
   Or maybe Bran’s actions, or lack of interaction with me, was simply my imagination? 
 
   But I had to keep moving forward as if I didn’t know that Bran was a powerful warlock and his cousin Dominique St. Clair was something “else.” It didn’t take my ring to see that she was planning something. What she was I didn’t know, and my breaking into her office at the last two venues was a no-go based on how public the venues were. All day and most of the night people traipsed through the chateau and hotel and sleeping with a dozen other people didn’t make for easy disappearing and reappearing. Talk about a mess.
 
   I still had three sets of fingerprints to collect, including the new girl’s. Two days ago the model had caught me slipping another girl’s water bottle into the overlarge backpack I used. A stupid mistake on my part, but nothing had been said, only brows raised.
 
   “They getting to you, luv?”
 
   I snapped back to the present and glanced up to see Collette leaning against a low stone wall, taking a drag on a cigarette like it’d be her last.
 
   “They?” I glanced in the direction of the quay. “Oh, you mean the rest of the group?”
 
   “Like living back in boarding school, not that I did boarding school mind you, but criminy, these women never shut up.”
 
   Or leave a person alone. But maybe I could use that. Build a local network of backup help, even if they didn’t know what I was doing or why. As it was Suzette had inadvertently helped me by being a font of local gossip, so maybe it was time to buddy up more to Collette.
 
   I grinned, propping my butt on the wall next to her—a chance for a little more probing. “So feeling sardine-style jam packed is not just me?” 
 
   “Nah, luv, it’s why I smoke these things.” Collette stabbed the air with her Turkish cigarette. “Gives me an excuse to get away a bit, if you know what I mean. I grew up with sisters, three of them, and between them and my mum, my old man high-tailed it to the pub every night just for a pint and a bit of privacy. Surprised we didn’t drive him around the bend.”
 
   “I grew up with brothers.” I sighed, missing them terribly. Well, maybe not all of them, not like I was missing Van, but just the camaraderie of focused, task-driven, intelligent kindred spirits. I was so solo here and flying in the dark.
 
   “Brothers? You don’t say. Any of them look like you? I mean the coloring and the height? You’re a looker, you know. Surprised Frankie-O didn’t get you to be the replacement girl instead of that twit he brought in. Did you see the way she paired gold Tiffany cuffs with the magenta Escada fur hat? It was too gauche. Everyone knows silver would have been better, much, much better.”
 
   Yeah, as if I knew what a magenta Escada fur hat was. I grinned again before focusing on business. “I thought Sasha was doing all right.” It was an outright lie. The woman had rubbed nearly everyone wrong except Franco, but maybe they were twins separated at birth. Or maybe it was Bran’s protection as long as Sasha and he were enjoying whatever they had going on.
 
   “Give me a break.” Collette chortled. “The woman’s a flub. Can’t walk, can’t talk.”
 
   “I thought you were supposed to just model the clothes.”
 
   “Oh, no, dear, you’ve got to get out of the back rooms more and see what’s happening. Early in the day just strutting is okay, the clients don’t seem to be chatty then. But after the liquor starts flowing they start asking all sorts of questions and we’re supposed to be friendly-like.”
 
   “What kind of questions? About the clothes?”
 
   “Sometimes.” Collette took another drag. “A lot about Bran. What’s he like? Who he’s dating? The dirt.”
 
   “And he doesn’t mind?”
 
   “Sure he minds, but he also knows that’s business, so he puts up with it. Most days.”
 
   “Then what?” My mind tumbled with the options for payback a pissed off warlock could extract.
 
   “He needs to break away the same as the rest of us. Only it’s harder for him cuz he’s the reason so many of these women come personally to the shows and buy big.”
 
   Suzette’s words came back to me. Of course he was the reason. A few word spells cast and they’d be snapping up clothes right and left. And doing more? Like stealing for him? Kidnapping people? It wasn’t too far a stretch. 
 
    It usually took time to fully cast a word spell. Cast it so strongly that the victim would be ensnared even away from the warlock. The female clients weren’t here very long, but then a lot of them would be easy prey. Maybe it didn’t take that long with the most susceptible, but hell, he had enough women stuck right with him 24/7.
 
   But did that sound like Bran?
 
   A tiger trapped in a gilded cage. I glanced over my shoulder at the yacht floating gently in the harbor. The boat was huge, especially when compared to the casually drifting sailboats and scuttling power boats wafting past it. 
 
   Part of me actually felt sorry for him. How long had he been doing this? Was the pressure getting to him? From his tone in the office with his cousin, I’d say that was a big yes. 
 
   Wait, that wasn’t my issue, unless it impacted the mission. The man was an adult, and an adult warlock at that, with more going for him than the average male. Last thing he needed was my sympathy.
 
   Get my head on straight. Now.
 
   “It must take a lot of money to host these events in these kind of locations.” I kept my tone casual, trawling for some insights as to who would want to steal and why. Two reasons came to mind. Money or power. Intel easily translated into power, but money was the more direct reason.
 
   Collette glanced toward the yacht. “I hear that place alone goes for a hundred thousand a week.”
 
   “A week? To sleep on a boat?” I coughed out the words. I could buy my dad’s pig farm ten times over for that.
 
   “It’s not a boat, dearie, it’s a yacht.” Collette dragged out the word to take the sting out of her correction. “And that don’t include the fancy guys doing the ferrying back and forth and any of the extras. Extra servers. Extra booze. Extra everything.”
 
   “That’s a fortune.” Here was a reason to steal and steal big. Cripes, with that kind of money I could help Dad—”
 
   “Big funds to you and me, that’s a fortune, but those dresses Bran designs start at six figures and go up. And some of these ladies, after a day in Bran’s company, they’ll buy a dozen of ‘em.”
 
   “For dresses?” My theory tying Bran, or his cousin, into needing money as an excuse to steal was disappearing like mist in the morn; but I was reluctant to give it up. Greed made so much sense for thefts. Unless the thefts meant something else? Was Bran the one behind the rumors of a single creature that wanted to unite the non-humans? Warlocks were known for their egos and I’d already seen his in action.
 
   Collette stubbed the butt of her cigarette out beneath her sandaled heel. “Not that I don’t think Bran’s clothes aren’t worth it, but blimey, I could get me a nice flat in Notting Hill for what some of these ladies dole out in a day. You coming, luv?”
 
   “In a minute.” I waited until the other woman walked off before I bit my lip, squared my shoulders, and did what I’d wandered over here to do. I speed-dialed Mandy; who answered on the third ring. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
   CHAPTER 19
 
    
 
   “Anything to report?” Mandy asked, right on task, no how the hell are you doing or chitchat. No Ling Mai wants to talk to you either.
 
   “No, but I’ll be going on board the yacht for the next two days and may not find the privacy to check in. Any news on Van—”
 
   “No. Jaylene’s still in Paris. Kelly’s backing her up. If they find something they’ll tell those who need to know—” 
 
   In other words, suck it up and quit whining 
 
   “Got it.” Wouldn’t I love to use a quick rash spell or maybe a human-to-newt transformation spell? Who was she to smack me for asking? I didn’t need that message being shoved down my throat. 
 
   “There is another option.” Mandy held out an olive branch. So why was I guessing I wasn’t going to like what she had to say?
 
   I waited until a noisy Vespa putted past to push in the direction I wanted. “For backup?”
 
   “Possibly,” she paused, then rushed ahead as if countering my objections before I even had any. “Not from the agency.”
 
   Of course not. Which meant I was still persona non grata. 
 
   Mandy continued as if my silence meant I was listening. “This could be a temporary Band-Aid but at least you wouldn’t be alone and—”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “We could ask help from Interpol. They—”
 
   “No.”
 
   “But you haven’t—”
 
   I waited until I heard her deep intake of breath on the other end of the line.
 
    “We call in Interpol and it’s admitting we can’t handle the job. Ling Mai is so not going to go for that.” Plus Ling Mai would point the finger at me as not being up to snuff and poof, I’d be out of the agency, heading to prison, and Van would be on his own. And to think just days ago leaving the IR group was my agenda.
 
   “I just thought—”
 
   Yeah, right. Two strikes and I’d be axed. That would suit Mandy to a T.
 
   “Forget it, I’ve got things under control.” So maybe I had a smidge of my dad’s stubbornness, but damnit, no way was I going to give Ling Mai an excuse to pull me because I wasn’t up for the job. No freakin’ way.
 
   Asking for outside help sounded like a desperation move. Ling Mai’s whole focus had been on the team working with complete independence. If other organizations were called in to save our fannies how could any of the others trust us? 
 
   I eyed the boat nearing the quay to snag the last load of us, and talked fast, “Any more info on St. Clair?” 
 
   “No. Not yet.”
 
   Some days it didn’t pay to get out of bed. 
 
   “Fine. I’ve got to go,” I said, tightening my shoulders. There was one more stop I wanted to make before getting on any floating boat.
 
   “I’m sure you’ll be fine on the yacht,” Mandy sniped, as if something bad could happen on a luxury yacht with three dozen people around. But it made sense, too. Yeah, I was isolated with at least three non-humans, Bran, his cousin, and Sasha, but how likely was something to happen in a small, cramped space filled with very wealthy and very public people? 
 
   Which reminded me. “Do you know how deep they’ve run financials on Bran?”
 
   “As in his net worth?”
 
   “No, deeper than that. Underground money problems? Does the guy have a gambling issue?” He was a risk-taker, oh, yeah; but I wasn’t sure about being a gambler. “Or does he support a dozen illegitimate children around the world?” Or lovers. That sounded more than plausible, but did I want that answer? “Or is he having cash flow issues? These venues are not cheap.” 
 
   Most likely scenario, but would it be enough to risk getting caught as a common thief? On our previous operation Ling Mai had run a thorough background search on all the players, but it never hurt to ask again. There had to be a big reason for someone to take the kind of risks they were taking with these thefts.
 
   For Bran’s reputation, the publicity alone could make it worth it, in a world where publicity, good or bad, sold product.
 
   “It looks like at one time Interpol went into that line quite a bit, but found nothing.”
 
   Crapola. Good news? Or bad? 
 
   “Check again, just in case.” I eyed the launch approaching, white against choppy waves. 
 
   “More problems?” Mandy asked in her sweet-coated sarcastic way.
 
   Don’t be a whiner. I’ve been in a chateau, a hotel fit for kings and now a luxury yacht, and I’m acting like a frustrated two-year old.
 
   It wasn’t the hairdressing part. That I could do with my eyes closed. It was the lack of solid leads and pussyfooting around in a world so far from my Idaho-plain background. That and not getting one step closer to finding Van.
 
   “No. Nothing. You got anything else for me?” I figured I had two minutes max before I had to cut contact.
 
   “One of those sets of prints you sent came back belonging to a woman with an assault and battery record and working under a false name.”
 
   Yes, finally, now I was getting somewhere. “Who?”
 
   “Name she’s currently using is Collette Henderson.”
 
  
 
   
 
   
   CHAPTER 20
 
    
 
   I had to scramble to accomplish the last errand I wanted to run before boarding the launch, which was smaller and wobblier than I had imagined. Magic issues aside I didn’t have a lot of experience with boats and nerves stretched too tight weren’t helping.
 
   “You sick, girl?” Franco asked, his tone taking me to task.
 
   “No.” Not yet.
 
   “You look like hell,” came his snappish response.
 
   Bite me, punk! But knowing getting snippy with him would haunt me I squeezed my lips shut and grimaced. Which was easy to do. Maybe I was sea sick, or only too aware of what lived in deep watery depths. Mer people, selkies, hyllas, the list went on and on. I may have grown up in landlocked Idaho, but I’d read my fairytales as a kid and knew water held as many threats as dark forests or isolated castles. 
 
   Good thing the trip from shore to ship lasted less than fifteen minutes, which was about fourteen minutes too long for my taste. Before I scrambled up the gangplank or whatever they called the ladder thingy near the back of the boat, I touched the items I’d picked up right before I boarded the ferry. A silver necklace with a cross and two small, but still workable, silver earrings also in the form of crosses.
 
   Yeah, I looked like a repentant sinner, but a lot of non-humans disliked silver even more than iron, so I felt marginally safer. 
 
   At least I did before I reached the top of the ladder, one hand clutching my hairdressing valise, which made it problematic to clamber up anything. My ribs strained against the awkward action which meant I was breathing in short, shallow breaths as I reached the last rung. Above me a hand appeared topside to help me from ladder to deck. I grabbed it rather than risk a dunking in the sea, only to realize as I was tugged forward, that it was Bran doing the heave-hoeing instead of some helpful deckhand.
 
   I stumbled, blaming my clumsiness on my carrying case and not on my surprise, or the fact that he was close, way too close for my comfort. He steadied me which only made things worse as it meant his hands bracketed my shoulders, my face practically buried in his chest; and a very nice, very broad chest it was.
 
   “Warding off threats?” he murmured, scrambling my brain even more as he raised a finger to brush against my necklace, the touch feather light but very intimate. 
 
   Of course he’d notice what I was wearing, not that my silver was burning his fingers. 
 
   I stepped back a few inches, as any more distance and I’d topple backwards off the boat. 
 
   “Next time I’ll get the version that keeps pesky warlocks at bay,” I whisper-snarled, wanting out of the awkward closeness, but it wasn’t easy to step around him. He blocked the way toward an open door which I assumed led inside the yacht. So I forced the issue. “That way?” I shrugged a shoulder in the direction I wanted to go. Right then I might even have considered heading back down the ladder, anything to move away from him.
 
   The curl of his lips told me he knew exactly what I was thinking as he held his stance and me, making sure I knew who was in control here. 
 
   It wasn’t me.
 
   Then he stepped aside, but only enough that I was forced to brush past him.
 
   Bully.
 
   I’d only taken a step forward when he leaned in, so close I could feel his breath against my ear as he whispered, “Beware, little witch. There be dragons in these waters.”
 
   Great. Just great. My own thoughts circling back to mimic me.
 
   I wanted to stick my tongue out at him but the half-moon canter of his lips dared me to do just that, so instead I straightened my shoulders and stepped forward. 
 
   Last glance out of the corner of my eye was of his face, but he no longer showed a mocking expression. No, he looked worried.
 
  
 
   
 
   
   CHAPTER 21
 
    
 
   Dominique glanced around the twelve-hundred-square-foot bedroom and grimaced. Not bad for a yacht, but she wanted more. 
 
   “Patience,” she hummed as she waved her private maid away. At least Liveras got that part right, each of the twenty-some guests were also provided their own crew-member to serve them. Several of the crew looked quite yummy. Maybe later.
 
   Her cell phone buzzing interrupted some pleasant planning.
 
   “Dominique here,” she answered.
 
   “You’ve erred again.” The distorted echoing voice was like scratching a chalkboard.
 
   That quickly her plans disappeared, as did the warm anticipation.
 
   “What do you mean?” Everything was already underway for the next test. What more did they want?
 
   “You have a second informant on your staff.”
 
   “An informant?” That was ridiculous. But there were two new girls. Both strangers. Both not hired by her. Could they both be infiltrators? “Who is it?” And more importantly, how did the voice find out before she did?
 
   A knock on her door had her jumping. She cupped the phone speaker. “Just a minute,” she called out. 
 
   “Who’s there?” came the voice on the other end of the line.
 
   “I don’t know. I’ll take care of them in a moment. Who’s the leak? One of the new women?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   She knew it. The minute she shifted her attention, it got screwed up.
 
   “Both—?”
 
   But the line went dead. 
 
   Merde. She had to fix everything personally.
 
   The knock sounded again. Schooling her features to a calmness she didn’t feel she crossed to the doorway, opening it with a smile. “Yes?”
 
   Her smile deepened when she saw who it was. She might have a new impostor in her midst, but she also had her own insiders. It was time to change the test. Move it up a bit.
 
   “Come in, we must talk.”
 
  
 
   
 
   
   CHAPTER 22
 
    
 
   “New girl, you’re all thumbs today. Pull it together.”
 
   I glanced over at Franco. He was right, but that didn’t make it any easier to swallow.
 
   “If you can’t do the job—”
 
   “Lighten up Frankie-O. The poor thing can’t get anything done with you breathing down her neck,” Collette shouted from where she changed in full view of the room.
 
   “Does it look like I’m talking to you?” came Franco’s acerbic reply.
 
   “No, and you wouldn’t.” Collette thrust a finger toward Franco. “Because you’re a twit, not an idiot, and you know I’ll clobber you if you push.”
 
   “Well, I—”
 
   “Thanks, Collette, but he’s right.” I had to stop the war before it accelerated. I looked at a stunned Franco, fisted hands on his bony hips covered in lime-green cargo pants. “I’ll try harder.”
 
   “That’s the attitude I want to see around here, less lip and more zip.” He grinned, then realized he’d taken the thunder out of his own earlier words. “See that you do.”
 
   He was gone before he caught sight of the other finger Collette gave him.
 
   I did a last tease to Pamela’s indigo-through-chocolate bangs, finishing the sex-kitten look before calling, “Next?”
 
   It was the new woman—Sasha—who shimmied over and sat down before me.
 
   “What number are you wearing?” I asked, wondering what to hand the woman while I had her trapped.
 
   “The woodgrain Shibori chiffon.”
 
   “Could you say that in layman’s terms?”
 
   Sasha’s voice reeked of ennui. “The kimono. Golds. Pleated, quilted, and dyed silk.” 
 
   For love of the Spirits. Growing up in jeans, and owning less than half a dozen dresses in my whole life, I sure liked a few of Bran’s designs too much. Lucky Sasha to get to wear one of them.
 
   “I’m going to keep your hair simple then.” I eyed the woman as I’d caught Franco eying the clothes. “A sleek side-part chignon.”
 
   “Whatever.”
 
   Or I could make the woman look like Bride of Frankenstein and have neck pains all day.
 
   I picked up a jar of gel and held it toward her. “Could you hold this for me for a moment?”
 
   The woman looked at it then nodded to a nightstand next to us. “Put it there.”
 
   Oh, yeah, Bride of Frankenstein was sounding better and better all the time.
 
   “Fine.” I set the jar down, reminding myself I loved a challenge, even an obnoxious one.
 
   Before I could formulate Plan B, though, the assistant called my name.
 
   I looked at Suzette, who was everything a good assistant needed to be: quiet, efficient, ruthlessly competent, and nearly invisible, even as she smiled at me and gave a shrug of her shoulders. She stood less than five feet tall, but made a good ally here on the yacht. Ling Mai should nab her for the agency, she was a natural for not attracting attention. 
 
   “Yeah?” I asked.
 
   “Mademoiselle St. Clair would like to see you later. In her private rooms.”
 
   Ugh. Dragon Lady in close quarters. The day just kept getting better and better. But maybe I could get more intel on what she was or what she was up to.
 
   “What time and where exactly?”
 
   “When the last models are done. Her suite is in the fore of the lower level, across from Bran’s.”
 
   Yeah, like I’d know where Bran slept. 
 
   So do not go there with the images. I was thinking business. His personal space would be the best chance to discover secrets. Like me, I doubt he was able to use many warding spells on this boat. There were too many people in and out of every room, except for this evening when all staff and guests were to be off the premises. Bran had ordered some down time for everyone. And if Dragon Lady wanted to see me all the better for being on board and doing some snooping. 
 
   “Thanks, Suzette, I’ll be there.” I returned my focus to Sasha’s hair, surprised when the other woman spoke.
 
   “You know Dominique well?”
 
   So the brat could play nice? Or wanted something? But what?
 
   “No, I don’t know her at all.” Nor did I want to, but I swallowed those words.
 
   “But she’s asking you to her private rooms?”
 
   Probably wanted to can me, but I wasn’t going to voice that thought either. Besides, she’d need to stand in line. “I’m sure she has to run all the business issues out of her private suite.”
 
   “Oh, that makes sense. I haven’t been to the fore of the yacht.”
 
   Nice and chatty all of a sudden, I noted, slicking some firming gel along the nape of Sasha’s head. But who was I to pass up a gift when given. “No, neither have I. In fact I’m not even sure I know where the fore part of the boat is.”
 
   “In the front. Down the set of stairs marked private.” Sasha stiffened beneath my hands, then relaxed.
 
   Slipped up there, lady. For someone seemingly in the dark about where the most private of rooms were, she’d answered far too quickly. Especially since we hadn’t been on the yacht more than a few hours. A few very long hours where I’d done nothing but work, and work some more, ticking off the minutes without word on my fate or Van’s.
 
   Sasha added, “I’m sure you can find a steward or crew member to direct you.” 
 
   “Good idea.” I finished smoothing the model’s hair. I’d have to wait till later to get the fingerprints. “There, that should do you. Next.”
 
    As if I’d gouged her with a curling iron, Sasha bolted.
 
   More and more interesting, but there was no time to consider the nuances as the next model was already waiting.
 
   Later, much later, after I put away the last of my products, I glanced at my battered, bought in fifth-grade watch that still worked just fine for me and remembered I was supposed to report to Dominique.
 
   I tugged off my smock, and wondered if I should change before facing the woman. Not that I had a suit of armor on hand—the only thing that sounded remotely appropriate. On the other hand I did have another one of those nifty listening devices. I should have thought about that earlier and bugged Dominique’s room before this. 
 
   I shook off my nerves as I tightened and released my hands several times. After all, what could the woman possibly do to me? 
 
  
 
   
 
   
   CHAPTER 23
 
    
 
   Walking through hushed carpeted hallways, on a boat for land’s sake, it was the calm hour after the day’s “official” work was completed. It seemed eerily quiet after being used to the evening’s “unofficial” work beginning about now. Some nights formal dinners were given. Other nights held more of a party atmosphere, often lasting till dawn’s light. Except tonight there would be no work, which made the boat more deserted and spooky.
 
   If I could get some solid intel to deliver to Ling Mai she might not nix me.
 
   Right. Who’d want to retain a half witch/half shaman who botched all but the simplest spells and threatened to screw up my first, and only, solo mission. Ling Mai wasn’t running a halfway house for other-tainted women. Her attitude was produce or prison. 
 
   Focus on the job.
 
   After Collette’s earlier words, I realized there was probably more business, and more information exchanged in the night hours than during the day’s events. Something my role as support staff kept me isolated. No one invited the hairdresser to mingle with the guests.
 
   At least not yet. And if I was lucky, I could get what I came for without wading into that world too deeply. 
 
   With only two false turns, I reached the fore compartment area, mentally cursing boat lingo that made no sense. Why couldn’t the crew just say left instead of port? Who made up this stuff anyway?
 
   Focus. Keep your mind on the mission and the next step.
 
   Don’t waste an opportunity to try and figure out exactly what species Dominique was and squeeze some useful intel out of Dragon Lady, no matter what her agenda. Yeah, right, like Dominique would want to socialize with the hired help enough to spill any clues; but I could always hope. 
 
   Maybe Bran then? That should be as easy as keeping a match lit in a snowstorm. Start with a simple, hey, I need to pry into even more of your life? 
 
   Or maybe—want a date, warlock? 
 
   Like that would ever happen.
 
   I’d figure out the approach later, as in when I found my backbone and could keep my stupid thought process on track. Think Van. He needed my attention and my help. Nothing else mattered.
 
   I paused, aware of the listening device in my sweaty palm, as I raised my hand to knock on the teak door of Dominique’s room. That’s when I heard the voices on the other side. Voices thundering in an argument.
 
   Bran was one of them. Funny how I could pinpoint his voice first. The other? It sounded like Dominique, but not the cool, controlled woman I’d met last week. This woman was pissed.
 
   “What do you mean? I have always handled operations. Now you’re hiring this person here, letting Franco hire over there, are you crazy?”
 
   “It’s nothing, Dom. We needed help, you’ve been busy. Enough.”
 
   “No, it’s not enough. Have I not made you?”
 
   Silence.
 
   I lowered my hand: partly out of duty, there was more to learn from eavesdropping than not, partly because of the tone of both the voices—Dominique’s frenzied anger and Bran’s lower and deeper tone, as inflexible as forged metal. I’d hate to go up against that voice, but Dominique didn’t seem to mind. 
 
   Did she know what Bran was? Tweaking a warlock was not a smart idea. But maybe she felt family ties kept her safe. I’d never felt fear around my shifter brothers, well, except for that one time, but that didn’t mean I treated other shifters as if they were pussycats and teddy bears.
 
   “I don’t know what’s gotten into you.” It was Bran’s voice again but colder. I shivered in the hallway as he continued. “But the new women stay.”
 
   “They stay if I say they stay,” Dragon Lady snarled.
 
   “No, Dom, it’s my company, or are you forgetting that?”
 
   Ouch.
 
   “I’m forgetting nothing. Not all the effort I’ve put into making you what you are. Not the fact I sided with you against the family.”
 
   “Don’t go there, Dom.”
 
   “Why? Because you don’t want to hear the truth? I’m what made you and now you think you can handle operations without me? Think again. You’re nothing without me.”
 
   The woman wasn’t pulling any punches. I was flinching and I had the door between her and me. In fact, I was thinking it might be safer if I slunk away, except I was here to learn what I could. Hiding someplace safe wasn’t going to help Van.
 
   “You’re upset. Not thinking rationally. I’m doing everything in my power to protect you.”
 
   Now what did he mean by that?
 
   Dom didn’t answer as Bran added, “We’ll talk later.”
 
   Too late I realized Bran was directly opposite me on the other side of the door. The same door that swung open—right in my face just as I raised my fist as if ready to rat a tat-tat.
 
   I staggered back as Bran slammed against me, a wall of enraged muscle and heat. He grabbed my upper arms in a steel grip, hard enough to leave bruises. His emotions swirled around me. Anger. Betrayal. A sadness so deep it felt bottomless. 
 
   I hadn’t crossed paths with him much since arriving on the boat, too wary to trust the vibes between us. In a flash, that changed.
 
   One second I was an interloper, now I was caught in the vortex of a volcano. A hot, angry, barely controlled volcano with a name—Bran—staring down at me, his nostrils flared, the skin of his face taut, his body strained against mine, chest-to-chest, thigh-to-thigh. If I could breathe, I would, but not while he glared down at me, and I wasn’t a small woman.
 
   I doubted he even saw me until I managed to clear my closed throat. “I . . .I have a meeting with Dominique.” 
 
   I’m not the target.
 
   The haze in his blue, blue eyes shifted, cleared a bit. His grip released. I barely caught myself from falling backwards. But I was thankful. Touching him was too much, like brushing up against uncontrolled heat lightning: emotions—fear, concern, anger, and yes, lust.
 
   He shuddered, the movement of a man hanging onto his control by a thread.
 
   Being raised around brothers with tempers, I recognized the symptoms. Being raised around shifters with tempers made me extra wary. I gingerly altered my stance, the instinctual response of a smart animal in the path of an enraged predator. 
 
   Bran said nothing. Not that I expected him to, in fact I wanted just the opposite. From the scrap of conversation I’d just overheard it was patently clear that I was one of the women under discussion. My presence, and the fact I hadn’t been hired by Dominique, had precipitated the argument, and it was a doozy. I knew why Bran had no choice but to have me on staff, but it was obvious he wasn’t sharing the info with the closest person in his world—his cousin.
 
   That answered at least one question; he was holding my operation as a tightly-guarded secret. But that also raised another. Why didn’t he trust his cousin? He said he was protecting her. Who from? From me?
 
   That sounded more like what I’d heard about Bran, but it also made him more of a loner and isolated than I’d originally thought. A man with everything, and nothing, estranged from the one person he had history with, denied him even as his world was under attack.
 
   That split realization made my heart ache.
 
   I raised one hand, an automatic gesture of comfort at odds with the man before me. But one didn’t pet a wounded lion, or pat a leashed tiger on the paw. 
 
   His eyes narrowed and I stayed my hand, swallowing deeply and letting it slide slowly back to my side.
 
   I did possess some semblance of self-preservation. Not much, but a little.
 
   He stepped around me, disappearing into the room directly opposite, taking all the air in the hallway with him.
 
   Get a grip.
 
   I jerked my gaze back from his door, closed not loudly but silently, a move speaking of control. But I hadn’t come to see Bran; I’d come to talk with Dominique.
 
   Who even now waited beyond her open door. 
 
   Oh, well, when in doubt, fake it.
 
   I stepped toward the door and cleared my throat, which after touching Bran was needed. I spoke to Dominique’s back. A very rigid back sheathed in a business-like silk suit of blood red. It fit the woman like second skin. “Hello? I can come back later if now’s a bad time.” 
 
   Understatement. 
 
   When no answer came, I stepped farther into the room, aware of two things. The first, my ring was burning my skin as if just branded, and second, moving forward now might reveal what Dominique was as well as how she might be involved in the thefts. Damn, I wanted to blame them on her and get the hell out of here. “You asked for me?”
 
   So this was how Daniel felt, edging into the lion’s den; only Dominique was not a lion, not when she turned around in a very sinewy, very precise motion. She was more a snake. Smooth, calculated, and deadly. A cobra or viper, not a common rattler like I’d faced as a youngster in the sagebrush-and-sand landscape of my childhood. 
 
   If I hadn’t just heard the argument and felt the fury coursing through Bran, I’d never have known the woman before me had just sliced and diced another with her words. Dangerous in her own way, Dominique was all poise, smiling even, though it was a cold smile, and well-trained. All my senses screamed wariness for this was a non-human.
 
   “Oh, I didn’t realize you were there,” she purred.
 
   I didn’t believe her for a nanosecond. My neck muscles locked so tight they ached as I kept my attention one hundred percent on the threat in front of me.
 
   “Come in, please.” Dominique waved to the center of the room. “And close the door behind you.”
 
   Walking into a closed room with a predator was stupid and my daddy hadn’t raised stupid. But if I missed out in the grace and poise genes, I received double the tenacious and foolhardy ones; both helped me step forward, clicking the door shut behind me.
 
   “You wanted to see me?” I asked, aware of the quiver beneath my words as the other woman remained silent. Silent but very much aware, as her gaze, calculating and shrewd, sized me up.
 
   One on one? In mud wrestling or street-fighting I could take her no problem. If I figured out what she was. But I doubted this woman ever got that kind of dirty. 
 
   Stop looking with your eyes, Ms. Noziak, Fraulein Fassbinder had lisped, look with all of your senses to determine what you are facing. They expect you to see what they want you to see, but you must be smarter than they are.
 
   So what was I seeing? Or not seeing. The air smelled of cinnamon and. . . sandalwood. Thick with the scent, under-layered with seething emotions. And, when I glanced at Dominique obliquely were her eyes rimmed in green? Yeah, a thick freaky green glow outlined her dark brown eyes. And her skin? Did it slip a little? As if she were having a hard time keeping it in place? Or was fighting to keep from morphing? 
 
   Please, Jude the Apostle, patron saint of desperate cases and lost causes, make Dominique a benign creature. Not that she looked benign at all. 
 
   My gut screamed warning signals, as were the fine hairs on the back of my neck. Walk warily around this one, very, very warily, no matter how calm and reasonable her tone. 
 
   “I just thought we should talk.” Dominique crossed to a side table displaying cut-glass decanters. I was happy that her move created a few more feet of space between us while still leaving me closer to the door. “Get to know each other a little better.”
 
   What game was she playing? 
 
   “Do you want my resume?” I asked, not trying to be stupid, then wanting to kick myself as I watched the woman’s hands clutch the crystal stopper too tightly. 
 
   Smooth. Try for placating instead of confrontational next time.
 
   “Oh, nothing so worthless.” An empty glass was raised. I shook my head in the negative, so she continued. “I’m sure there’s so much more to you than words on a page.”
 
   What the heck did that mean? This was not the kind of woman to get chummy with the hired help. Had she discovered something about my mission? Not from Bran, if that argument was a clue, but could he have slipped up somewhere and exposed me as an agent?
 
   Not good.
 
   Never one for the slow pussyfoot approach, I asked, “So what is it you want to know about me?”
 
   One perfectly groomed dark brow shifted upward, but Dominique took a slow, measured drink of amber liquid before asking. “Why here? Are you not a long way from Montana or wherever it is you come from?”
 
   The wrong home state told me two things. One, that the woman had done some fact checking of her own, and two, that the error was probably an intentional dig. This wasn’t a woman who let details slide.
 
   “I’m from Idaho, not Montana, and why not here? Travel. Exotic locations. Good pay and great scenery. It’s a perfect job.”
 
   “I think you are not a stupid woman, Miss Noziak.”
 
   Backhanded compliment, delivered with just the right amount of bite. Slick job and very snake-like.
 
   “Is there something in particular you want from me, Ms. St. Clair?” Other than blood. But then two could play bared-fangs, as long as Dominique stayed in her human form. If she shifted I was out of here. The simple wards I kept about my person, amethyst and amber, would never stop her, or even slow her down. They’d probably give her a quick buzz and enrage her. So vamoosing was a good plan, if I lived to get out. I lowered my voice, even as I pushed back, “Or are we on a fishing expedition?”
 
   Keep the tone quiet. Not subservient, because I couldn’t do that, but fangs retracted.
 
   The idiom had the woman’s eyes narrowing. “I do not fish. I run this company, and as such, you answer to me.”
 
   Now we were getting somewhere.
 
   “I understand that.” I spread my hands in a supplicating manner. “Are you unhappy with my work?”
 
   “It is adequate.”
 
   Rousing endorsement.
 
   “Then have I done something else to displease you?”
 
   “I am being, how do you Americans say it?—proactive, this is all.”
 
   And if I believed that I didn’t deserve to be an agent. Something was driving this woman enough to pitch her hissy fit with Bran and call me on the carpet. But what? Something had happened to trigger this sudden interrogation. 
 
   Once, when I was about seven, my brother Van and I stumbled across a mama black bear with two little cubs. Me, being too young to know better, lunged toward the cute furry animals, but Van had grabbed my arm so hard I’d squeaked. I didn’t have to listen to his words because I felt his fear, even though he wasn’t showing any. Just the opposite, he was all calm control. We’d backed, slowly and carefully, away from that encounter and right now I felt that same holy terror dancing along my nerves.
 
    I spoke with intention, purposely keeping my hands loose at my sides. “You will tell me if there’s something I should be doing, or not doing?” 
 
   “Yes, this is one of my many duties.”
 
   Right, micromanaging I got, but taking the time to chase around the bush with a hairdresser? What was the point?
 
   Dominique lowered her gaze to her diamond-studded wristwatch then glanced up quickly. Her tone changed, from tight to something less rigid, maybe even buoyant, as if she’d scored a point while I was unaware of what the game was I played.
 
   “I think we understand each other, Miss Noziak; you may leave now.”
 
   Understand what? Would I lose my position if I pointed out that just the opposite was true? This useless conversation only muddied the waters. Something had happened here and I hated being in the dark.
 
   “That’s all?”
 
   “Yes.” She paused. “Except you can tell me which models are still on the yacht?”
 
   Since I’d just left the staging room and knew most of the models were still prepping to leave I rattled off the half-dozen names I knew. 
 
   Dominique’s eyes were now solid brown, her skin looked very human and the waft of cinnamon and sandalwood was a faint tease. So whatever had threatened her seemed to have dissipated. But what? And why? And how?
 
   Stone trained us as newbie agents that sometimes retreats were necessary. This seemed to be one of those times, even if I hadn’t even placed the listening device. 
 
   “Oh, Miss Noziak?”
 
   My hand on the cool brass doorknob, I rounded at Dominique’s words but held my tongue.
 
   “Would you mind finding the new model and sending her to me?”
 
   “Sasha?”
 
   “Yes, I believe that’s her name.”
 
   Did I look like a messenger? On second thought, I was interested in seeing what Sasha’s reaction to a summons might be. So what if it meant missing the next boat back to the hotel for staff in town? In an hour I could catch the last one.
 
   “Fine.” I nodded, my smile plastered on tight but it was there. “It may take a bit for me to track her down, but I’ll give her the message.”
 
   “Oh, just as soon as you can. I’ll be here for some time.” Dominique smiled. 
 
   Definitely snake-like.
 
  
 
   
 
   
   CHAPTER 24
 
    
 
   I had no intention of being Dominique’s lap dog, but her wanting Sasha gave me an excuse not only to stay on the yacht after hours, it gave me an excuse to snoop around. A win-win for me.
 
   Leaving Dominique’s room I stepped across the room to press an ear against Bran’s door. No sounds came from inside so I knocked. Nada. The hallway was empty, that tingle-up-your-spine-spooky kind of empty.
 
   I already had accepted the constant noise surrounding me, people all around, guests as well as models, the sounds of the staff going about their business, even the lap of water against the hull. But as I stood in the shadowed hallway it were as if all the turbulence had evaporated. Or the ship held its breath.
 
   Get a grip, Noziak. Find Sasha. Give her the message. Grab the last boat to shore. Get a way to break into that safe.
 
   Easy peasey.
 
   So why did I stand there, across from Dominique’s room, as if waiting for something to happen. A sudden near-silent click had me look to the left, down the hallway where I caught Bran’s wide shoulders stepping out of a room. He was closing the door behind him before he headed away from me.
 
   I released the breath I didn’t realize I’d been holding. That could have been awkward, explaining why I was hanging around his and Dominique’s rooms. Now what? Follow him? Or avoid him for the time being?
 
   Scaredy-cat? Or smart woman. Give him enough time to calm down from his scene with Dominique before I confronted him with some demands of my own. Demands I was still finalizing based on one priority. I wasn’t finding Van by pussy footing around Bran, powerful mage or not.
 
   So first steps first. Find Sasha. As I turned to head in the opposite direction Bran had disappeared in, I nearly tripped over a mid-sized dog. Not just any dog but the one I’d seen at the chateau a few days ago, the buff-colored poodle. 
 
   Odd. What was it doing here? The guests weren’t on board so it couldn’t belong to them and no staff member had enough privacy to hide such an animal. Maybe Dominique kept one for show. It looked like that kind of dog, all poofed and fancied. Not a farm animal kept for protection or herding. 
 
   The poodle paused for a second, gave me a what-the-hell glance, then continued on its way as if it owned the boat. Which it might for all I knew.
 
   With a shrug I headed in the direction the dog had come from, ignoring the goosebumps crawling up my arms as I crept along the shadowed hallways. Wouldn’t Mandy and Jaylene have a field day with the witch who was scared of her own shadow. 
 
   Good thing they weren’t around, but the thought of them put some starch in my backbone. 
 
    Twenty minutes later I wondered if I’d been played for a fool. We were on a bloody boat; where could Sasha be?
 
   “Ask Frankie-O,” Collette suggested when I bumped into her heading to the last ferry boat. “He was looking for her a bit ago. Must have found her by now.”
 
   Great. Two of us were searching for the same person. Just my luck he’d have already found her, and both of them were headed to the launch.
 
   “How long till the boat leaves for shore?” I asked Collette. 
 
   “You have thirty minutes, luv, then you’re stuck here for the night.”
 
   Why did that thought give me the shivers? As if Collette read my mind, or my expression, she added, “You want me to send the ferry bloke to pick you up if you miss the next trip?”
 
   “Nah,” I waved her off. “Thirty minutes is plenty of time.” I hoped. But how big of a boat was this? It was beginning to feel like something from Alice in Wonderland as I opened one door after another, all empty.
 
   Fifteen minutes more and still no Sasha or Franco. Could they have taken a private water-taxi back to shore for some reason?
 
   A quick check with the launch crew nixed that idea, though it seemed Sasha had made arrangements for an earlier trip to shore, but never showed. 
 
   Now I was down to ten minutes before the last launch left.
 
   Stop by Dominique’s and tell her I was sorry out of luck or keep searching?
 
   There really was no reason for me to continue looking so I headed to Dominique’s room again. I’d just stepped into the hallway near her suite when I smelled it. Not it but them—the two men with crossed arms standing outside Dominique’s door. I didn’t need my ring to tell me they were non-humans, my nose did. And these weren’t the regular security detail. They were new.
 
   Growing up with shifter brothers had trained me to a shifter’s scent, even in human form. Think wet dog, sweat, and anger all rolled into one eau du shifter. Most shifters carried a residual chip on their shoulders for a lot of reasons: being the strongest in a world where they couldn’t show their might or just for being different. My brothers never believed I could smell them; after all the ability to smell keenly was one of their gifts, but I could. At least shifters. No other non-humans, except vampires. They had that whole undead whiff about them.
 
   Just about the time I was making up my mind to turn and leave, the two goon guards glanced in my direction. A very creepy move that had them both swiveling their necks my way at the exact same time, as if pulled by puppet strings. Their bodies remained motionless but poised, as if ready to launch, which had my neck hairs standing straight on end.
 
   But why? I wasn’t a threat to them. I wasn’t a threat to anyone, except for the small throwing anathema attached to my right ankle. But these guys were big enough, easily over six feet tall, and broad enough, that steroid kind of pumping weights bulk, that I should barely register on their radar. Sort of like a mosquito threatening a pair of hungry lions.
 
   So why the tightening of their facial muscles and the rocking forward on their feet?
 
    Maybe I was being paranoid. So I gave them a tight smile that felt like it would crack my face, a small hey, hi-ya wave and a chin nod. No harm here guys. Then I took a step backwards. Not even a big step, more I’ve-changed-my-mind step to let them know I wasn’t even going to cross into their territory. 
 
   That should have been enough. 
 
   Yeah, I could have turned my back on them and acted as if I were just a lost, dumb chick, but there was no way I was going to give my back to these two. Which was probably a smart thing as they stepped forward. 
 
   “She the one?” one of them mumbled to the other.
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   They both took a step toward me.
 
   I took off, scrambling up the stairs I’d just exited, the hounds of hell pounding after me.
 
   I had no idea what kinds of shifters they were, but it didn’t really matter. All shifters were faster, meaner, and more dangerous than I was. If I had ten to twenty minutes, I might manage a containment spell or create a protection circle for me, but they were right on my ass on a boat that suddenly seemed way too small.
 
   Up the stairs, out on the deck, skidding to the right. Where were other people when you needed them? Franco? The crew? Somebody?
 
   These guys wouldn’t take out others would they? Who knew? Maybe a crewman or kitchen staff, but not somebody who’d be missed. Like Bran. 
 
   But I didn’t want to take the chance, or miscalculate, and bring a threat barreling down on him.  Or any innocent.
 
   Wait a minute. Why was I worried about a warlock? He could take care of himself.
 
   My first instinct, to run to anywhere there might be more people, the safety in numbers instinct, was quickly tossed. I had no idea where there were people, except for Bran and Dominique, and my gut told me Dragon Lady was most likely behind this whole mess. And I didn’t want the ferry crew put in danger.
 
   Next option? Weapons. Where?
 
   Shifters were like vamps, damn good fighters and almost impossible to kill. Except something sharp to the heart or capable of lopping off a head. My ankle anathema wasn’t going to do either. If I got close enough to use it with a shifter I was already dead.
 
   So where? Where? Sweet Jesus they were gaining on me. Whipping around a corner I leaped over a doorway and almost took a header down some stairs. Hurdling over steps, another corner, duck in a door, and I skidded to a stop.
 
   The kitchen, or galley, or whatever they called it on the yacht.
 
   Good. Knives. Plus the lingering smell could mask my own for a few seconds. Nothing would hide the sound of my pounding heart from a shifter so there wasn’t a point in trying for a cloaking spell. No time to do anything except run or fight.
 
   I glanced around the metal contained room, shrouded in half-light and empty as a church with free drinks at the nearest pub.
 
   Knife? Where were the damn knives? 
 
   There. A row of them along a magnetic strip. I grabbed the longest, sharpest two, much better than my anathema for defense and paused, listening for the goons.
 
    “They want her alive,” one voice said, just outside the galley door. “Don’t forget.”
 
   A laugh that sent shivers through me answered. “Alive doesn’t mean I can’t have some fun first.”
 
   In your dreams a-hole. Or my nightmare. But now I understood why they hadn’t shifted yet. In human form, it was a lot easier for them to snatch me without too much damage.
 
   I looked around. Two exits. The one nearest where the shifters were, and a door at the other end of the rectangular room.
 
   Door number two it was. No idea where it went, but it gave me a few more feet between my new fiends and me. 
 
   What then?
 
   I’d figure that out when I got to it. 
 
   I crept along as silently as I could, feeling each breath I chugged, sounding like air bellows wheezing and each step I took rocking the boat. But I kept going. Incremental movement forward. 
 
   I was almost there. Almost, when two things happened at once.
 
   Suzette stepped through the door in front of me and I heard a bellow behind me, “Got her!”
 
  
 
   
 
   
   CHAPTER 25
 
    
 
   Time squeezed to a stop. Suzette poised in front of me, one foot inside the door, one out, her mouth a round O of surprise, her eyebrows arched. Behind me, enough growls and oaths to wake the dead.
 
   Which we’d be if we didn’t escape.
 
   Then I caught the direction of Suzette’s gaze. She wasn’t stunned by the goons bearing down on us; she was staring at the knives white-knuckle gripped in my hands. As if I was the threat.
 
   “Come on.” I leapt toward her, half-shoving, half- pulling her out the door. “Run!”
 
   I had to give her credit. Except for a small stumble that cost us a second we didn’t have, she followed my lead, through the dining room, into one of the main staterooms, shadowing me like a good little new best friend. Not that she had a choice as I clutched her wrist with a steel-banded grip, the knife hilt I clutched biting into her. 
 
   We didn’t have enough time and nowhere to go.
 
   Nowhere safe.
 
   Then I spied an oversized lounge chair. All I cared about was it was big, big enough Suzette could ditch behind it.
 
   “There.” I pushed her toward it, managing not to slice her in the process. “Hide there.”
 
   “But—” her gaze danced in the direction mine did, waiting for the threat thudding down the hallway toward us.
 
   “Hide.” I wanted to scream, but that’d take breath I didn’t have. “They’ll follow me. When the coast is clear, circle back to find help. Go to Bran.”
 
   “But—” 
 
   “Don’t have time. Hide. Now.”
 
   I didn’t blame her. Hiding felt like being a sitting duck, but no time to explain as I vaulted toward an outside door. I hated abandoning her, but it gave her the best chance to survive. For one of us to survive.
 
   If I was going to die here I damned well wanted to take down Dominique with me and the only way to do that was to alert Bran to what happened. Then it was up to him to connect the dots back to his cousin.
 
   Why I trusted him in that second didn’t make sense. But I did trust him. Not with my life, but with Suzette’s, and with doing the right thing.
 
   I hoped I was correct.
 
   As I catapulted toward the door, I shouted like a girlie-girl, “Help. Save us.”
 
   My brothers would have wondered what the hell I was doing.
 
   Buying time for Suzette. 
 
   I didn’t even glance behind me to see if she followed my directions. 
 
   If the goons weren’t following me, they didn’t deserve to catch me. 
 
   The chill of the ocean air slapped me. Cold on my heated skin; waves smacking the lower decks a good two floors beneath me. I was in the front of the boat, or the foredeck. A few deck chairs, but nothing to obscure the view in front of me with a wall of glass to my back.
 
   Great. Only my knives as weapons, which meant closer fighting than I wanted.
 
    What was even worse was that the two goons had split up. One coming from the door I’d exited and the other from the opposite door, which is why they hadn’t been on my tail. A classic pincher movement with me the idiot in the middle.
 
   A protection ward wasn’t going to keep them away from me, not without glyphs drawn on the deck to back it up. A propulsion spell might push one of them away for a moment or so, but not for long and not very far. Besides I’d need to drop my knives and anathema dagger to make any magic work.  That whole no physical weapons while using magic problem.
 
   So what now?
 
   I bluff.
 
   “You guys don’t know who you’re messing with,” I lied, brandishing the knives I held as if I chopped up shifters on a daily basis. “I thought shifters were smarter than that.”
 
   The fact I knew what they were had them pausing, casting a quick glance at one another, then me.
 
   “That’s right,” I taunted, each word made husky as I gasped. Racing around a yacht was not good for cracked ribs. “Didn’t think I knew what you were. But I do. Which means I also know how to kill you.”
 
   “Big talk, girlie,” one said, tucking his head between beefy shoulders. His voice was the one who’d said I was to be taken alive. The brains of the two of them, which wasn’t saying much.
 
   “Oh, I know more than you think.” I shuffled backwards, until my back touched the cold metal of the rail. Nowhere to go from here but over. Which gave me an idea. “In fact.” I stepped one leg on the other side of the lower rail, which gave me just enough space to duck through. “Your bosses won’t be too happy if I jumped and left you two with no prize to return with.”
 
   “Whoa, now girlie,” Brains shouted as the other guy scuttled forward. Just enough that I shifted to make good on my threat.
 
   “Back, Gurn,” Brains growled at his partner. “All the way back. Now.”
 
   Gurn looked like he was debating with himself, or considering insubordination. Most shifters believed strongly in obeying a hierarchical order. But not all, especially if they owed no allegiance to each other, and I was counting that these two lobos might fall in that last category. Divide and conquer. Or buy a few seconds for me to come up with another plan. 
 
   Then Gurn started shifting: bones cracking, skin tearing, a long, vicious snout replacing his face. Guess he didn’t like my threat.
 
    Brains pulled out a 9mm pistol with a silencer, raised it, and shot Gurn in the head.
 
   Poof. Splat.
 
   Gurn dropped like a mighty tree, his brain matter scattered over the deck.
 
   Not exactly what I’d planned, but the odds had just improved for me.
 
   “There,  girlie,” Brains soothed, obviously having no love lost for his partner as he barely batted an eye at the dead shifter at his feet. “It’s just you and me and I don’t mean you no harm.”
 
   “Except that whole kidnap thing,” I pointed out, me and my big mouth as I cast a quick glance at the black water below me. Could I survive the jump? And then what? The lights of Monte Carlo were in the far distance, too far to swim with beaten ribs and not a lot of stamina as a swimmer. But I might be able to make it to a nearby boat. If I could find one.
 
   “Nabbing you is just a job. Nothing personal,” Brains reassured, taking a step closer. 
 
   I tightened my grip on the rail even as I swallowed. “Seems damned personal to me.” 
 
   “Come on, girlie, I took out Gurn for ya.”
 
   “You’re all heart.”
 
    He shuffled another step closer, his grin feral, his muscles tensed, so tensed I expected him to shift any second. Strong emotions tended to force many shifters into their non-human selves.
 
   “Oh, no you don’t,” I countered, pulling my other leg over the rail so now I was standing on the far side of it, the cool metal the only thing anchoring me to the boat. I dropped one of the knives so I could hold on tighter but clutched the other knife as if my life depended on it. Which it did.
 
   Brains jackknifed to a sudden stop. And even took a step backwards. “Don’t do anything you’ll regret,” he said, raising one hand, the one without the gun. “Let’s talk this out. I’m sure we can work somethin’ out.”
 
   “Yeah, right.” Not. But maybe this was exactly what I needed. Here was someone who might know something about who was behind the thefts or Van’s disappearance. 
 
   “Who sent you?” I asked. After all, what did I have to lose? Other than my life. “Was it Bran?”
 
   “Nah, he don’t have anything to do wit’ this.”
 
   I was assuming “this” meant the whole kidnapping thing. But was Bran involved in the thefts? Or Van’s disappearance? 
 
   As long as Brains was willing to talk, or give himself enough time to figure out how not to lose the prize—me—I could keep going. If nothing else I was getting a few minutes to catch my breath before I hit the water. “So who are you working for?”
 
   “You should know.” He sounded confused, as if trying to figure out if I was pulling his tail, something only an idiot did literally, or metaphorically, to any shifter. “You know what we are.” 
 
   “I do.” Time to push. “I just want to see if what I know jives with what you know.” Play the whole, we’re-on-the-same-side approach. A long shot.
 
   “Oh.” So Brains wasn’t the brightest crayon in the box. Not unusual for certain kinds of shifters who relied on brawn to survive in both human and non-human form. He leaned his upper body forward, as if it were just the two of us chatting but best to keep his voice low. 
 
   I mimicked his movement, even as I felt the rail grow slick beneath my sweaty palm. “So who is it?” I whispered in a conspiratorial voice. Just us pals shooting the breeze.
 
   “We call ‘em Seekers. What ‘bout you?”
 
   What the hell was a Seeker? Or Seekers? “The same.” I gave him a chin nod before adding, “Sid your contact with them?” I pulled a name out of the ether, sort of like when I was twelve and blaming Brian Frick for the baseball through old man Gunderson’s window when there wasn’t really a Frick kid around. 
 
   That confused look again on Brains face. “Nah, Vaverek. Who’s Sid?”
 
   Who was Vaverek? 
 
   I waved my knife hand, blowing off his question. “Vaverek is higher on the food chain than Sid, that’s for sure.” When in doubt, flatter the ego. Nine times out of ten it worked.
 
   From Brains’ smarmy smile, I’d struck the right note.
 
   “So Vaverek still working out of Monte Carlo? I heard he’d transferred to Paris,” I said. Please, please, please give me a solid lead. 
 
   “Nah, he’s usually in Paris, but he’s meeting us in D.C. for the end of the tour,” Brains replied, a hint of hesitation in his voice. “You really know him?”
 
   “Sure I do. Or know of him, which is the next best thing.” Bullshit.
 
   Brains’ expression tightened. I think I’d just run out of time. “What’s Vaverek look like then?” he said.
 
   “Never met him personally. Like I told you, I work mostly with Sid.”
 
   “Tall? Blond? Stupid looking?” Brains asked, stepping closer. I didn’t have to be a witch to hear the trap. Whoever this Vaverek was I bet donuts to dollars he wasn’t anything like what Brains described. Or maybe just one out of the three.
 
   Time was up. I glanced once at the water, counting the seconds before Brains lunged. 
 
   “I knew it,” Brains snarled, “You don’t know squat.”
 
   I knew when it was time to leave the party.
 
  
 
   
 
   
   CHAPTER 26
 
    
 
   I squatted lower, in order to launch myself in a dive. Was there enough room to clear the boat? Could I hit the water cleanly? 
 
   If the fall didn’t kill me I stood a chance.
 
   But I’d underestimated the speed of Brains. Just as I went to let go a clawed hand speared my arm.
 
   My choked off scream was instinctual.
 
   “No, you don’t,” Brains snarled. “They want you.”
 
   He pulled and tossed me in one smooth arc over the rail away from the water, up in the air and smash into the windows of the front stateroom. My breath whooshed out as I slid in a heap onto the deck.
 
   Damn that hurt. My cracked ribs now felt splintered, stabbing into my lungs. 
 
   No breath.
 
   Fat lot of good my silver necklace did for protection.
 
   Brains loomed before me, wide-legged stance, hands on his hips, his face shadowed. His laugh, though, told me all I needed to know. He thought he’d won. That I was out for the count.
 
   Almost, but never count a Noziak as down if they can still inhale. Even in small pants. I’d lost the knives but still had the anathema dagger against my ankle so I wasn’t even sure I could use magic. Only one way to find out.
 
   Sucking in as deep a breath as possible I started a chant. “Musca. Moveō. Volō.”
 
   Brains’ laugh deepened.
 
   A breeze stirred. 
 
   “Volō. Volō. Volō. Rumpō.”
 
   The breeze picked up tempo. Not enough.
 
   Brains stepped forward.
 
   I thrust one hand in front of me. All theatrics as my other hand clutched my ribs. I mentally screamed as I crunched myself straighter to deepen my voice. “Musca. Volō. Rumpō.”
 
   He paused, glancing to both sides. “Whatja doin?”
 
   My voice grew louder, but there were only the two of us to hear. “Volō. Rumpō.”
 
   This time he staggered backwards.
 
   My point.
 
   I crawled to my knees, focusing one hundred percent on him. “Medius. Damnum. Rumpō.” 
 
   The spell wavered, threatening to break, but then so was I. At this point something was better than nothing.
 
   Brains struggled, as if against a wall of air. I braced one palm on the cool deck and shouted as loud as I could. “Damnum. Rumpō.”
 
   That was it. It was all I had.
 
   My arms gave out and I crumpled, face forward on the deck, but not before I heard a curse. Something sticky coated my fingers and I gagged at the coppery smell. Blood, fresh blood. I’d landed in the widening pool of Gurn’s blood. 
 
   Ugh.
 
   I shifted my head, watching Brains’ massive boots shuffle then slide. But not toward me. Away from me. The propulsion spell was working. 
 
   Finally.
 
   The rail would catch him so I wasn’t safe. Not by a long shot. I was buying myself a few minutes to come up with Plan B, that was all. Maybe this silly ring I wore could magnify my abilities.
 
   I raised my head and spat the last words I had. “Damnum absque injuria.” 
 
   Loss without injury. Even as I wanted injury, big time—Brains’ injury, to guarantee my safety.
 
   Then I heard his scream.
 
   I jerked my head to look up, catching his arms wind-milling, his back against the rail. 
 
   The spell wasn’t that strong. I wasn’t that strong. So what. . .?
 
   He shouted, then toppled backwards. I watched, powerless to help as if in slow motion he hung suspended before he winked out of sight. 
 
   His voice echoed before being swallowed by a splash.
 
   I crooked one elbow to see if I were imagining things. No Brains. No nothing. Not even the sounds of struggle in the water.
 
   A lot of shifters couldn’t swim. Their body mass ratio made them too heavy to float easily. But no way had I. . .and then I looked around me. Gurn’s blood.
 
   Of course. A spell aided by blood and the power of my ring. Ling Mai had said it’d increase my power. I’d crossed that line between magic and black magic. Didn’t mean to. Didn’t want to. 
 
   Didn’t matter.
 
   I sagged, every ounce of energy spent and closed my eyes. In a second I’d figure out what to do next. But not now.
 
   Now I felt the effort of my fight. Air washed around me, kissing my skin, but lessening with each breath I took. My heartbeat slowed, like a clock winding slowly down: Thump. Thump. Thump.
 
   Is this what it felt like to die?
 
   Very quiet. Very slowly.
 
   For a second I struggled, but only for a second. Too much effort. 
 
   This was peaceful.
 
   I could no longer feel fingers or toes. The breeze had gone away.
 
   Or maybe it was me.
 
   Thump. Thump. Then darkness.
 
  
 
   
 
   
   CHAPTER 27
 
    
 
   The darkness wasn’t bad. Not like I expected; a shadowy play of light and darkness. In the distance I could see a shape moving toward me, a rough outline. A woman?
 
   “Grams?” my voice cracked, as if I hadn’t spoken for a long, long time.
 
   “Go back,” she said, sounding much like my father’s mother, though her face looked different as she neared. Worried. Disappointed. “Van needs you. Go back.”
 
   But I didn’t want to. This was easier. Lying here. The pain gone. Everything gone. Worry, fear, struggle.
 
   “Come back.” The voice had changed, grown deeper, angrier.
 
   Not Grams. 
 
   I sensed someone standing over me. The pain slid back into my body. The thud of my heart echoed in my ears.
 
   Thump. Thump. The pounding weak, but there.
 
   “You won’t leave.” A direct order. But whose? Oh, please, not yet. Not another shifter. 
 
   A touch to my shoulder and a mumbled oath. A familiar voice. That familiar, pissed off voice.
 
   I peeled open my eyes, squinting against the darkness. But I didn’t need clear light to know who was now kneeling beside me.
 
   “Bran?”
 
   “You’re wearing a protective ward,” he snarled, ignoring my question. His hands hot against my skin, calling forth the pain screaming through me.
 
   “You’re hurting—”
 
   “Enough. Can’t hold onto you.”
 
    Yes, sir, your Royal Mageness. I would have shaken my head but couldn’t muster enough power. 
 
   “Suzette?” I asked through dry lips. Even half-dead I had my own agenda and it wasn’t letting Bran through my warding. 
 
   “She’s fine,” he answered, poking me some more, but even a weak ward was like sticking your hand in an electrical socket. So what was he doing? Trying to finish what Brains and Gurn had started? Killing me and tossing my body after Brains?
 
   Next time I’d create a stronger ward. One strong enough to keep shifters off me, that much was clear.
 
   The pain eased, from a headlock grip to able to breathe through it in small pants.
 
   Then I remembered who else was at risk on this damned floating casket. Sasha. Had to find her.
 
   “You seen Sasha?” I mumbled, my voice shaky.
 
   “Forget the model. Remove all your wards,” he repeated, as if talking to a recalcitrant child.
 
   “Not safe,” I managed. So much more I could say. I don’t trust you. I trust no one, but especially not you. But those took coherent thoughts and I was losing the fight with the pain.
 
   He leaned closer, his voice weaving around me, seductive for what it promised—safety, a release from distress, a willingness to share the burden. “I’m a healer,” he whispered. “Remove the warding so I can help.”
 
   Believe or not?
 
   “You have internal damage.” His voice sounded less gentle, more insistent. “I can’t help you if you won’t let me.”
 
   I hesitated. Words were his weapons. Was he promising what I wanted most to get me to let my guard down?
 
   “I swear on all you hold dear, I only seek to heal you here and now.”
 
   He must be able to read minds, too. But a mage’s word was a sacred bond.
 
   I sucked in a breath, praying to the spirit guardian of my shamanic ancestors that it wouldn’t be my last, and released the last ward.
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
   CHAPTER 28
 
    
 
   I lay there on the cold deck, shifter blood congealing next to me, the salty scent of ocean wind brushing my skin. I wasn’t giving up or giving in. I was trusting, which was much harder than dying had been.
 
   And if Bran screwed with me I’d return from the afterlife and do the same to him.
 
   “Hold still,” he murmured, as if I had a choice.
 
   I don’t know what I expected. A shock maybe. A jolt. Something, anything except the wave of warmth covering me; toasty, comforting warmth, like a hug only better. 
 
   Bran murmured some words. Not Latin. Not spell casting. Something else. Something older, more primordial. I could have floated in that cocoon of heat and sound forever.
 
   Then he touched me again. Feather light but demanding at the same time. His hands spanned my ribcage and a spark of fear lit within me.
 
   “Shh, I’m only helping.”
 
   So he said, but how easy would it be for him to crush. Easier than to mend.
 
   What came next was as if a weight lifted, slowly but surely. Air seeped back into my lungs. Lungs that felt as if they were slowly being pumped full.
 
   Never had a breath tasted so sweet.
 
   “You’ve made a real mess, little witch,” he said, as if talking to himself. “Lucky I came when I did. I’m good, but if you’d been dead for much longer . . .”
 
   I whispered through dry lips. “Noziaks are very hard to kill.”
 
   “Looked like you gave it your best attempt.”
 
   I wanted to tell him where he could take his opinions but he shushed me. “Focus on healing. I need your help here.”
 
   What was I supposed to do?
 
   “Visualize your bones knitting,” he said, as if listening to my thoughts.
 
   I snorted instead.
 
   “Either trust me or do not.”  
 
   Fine, if he was going to make me sound like an ungrateful baby. I squeezed my eyes shut tight, then followed the pressure of his hands, his fingers, across the ribs, one at a time, light pressure. Sometimes I sucked in air when the pain spiked, but mostly I centered my thoughts on what rib bones looked like, their shape, their texture. I saw them as one of those skeletal teaching aids in hospitals, no flesh, no organs, just the white bones.
 
   “Feeling better?” he asked after a bit and I realized I’d drifted away. 
 
   How long had I been gone? Long enough that the sharpness of the pain had ebbed. I was back to the cracked rib stage I’d been in before I’d been tossed by Brains.
 
   I squirmed, starting to sit up when Bran pushed me back down. “Not so fast. I’m not done.”
 
   “I don’t need—”
 
   “You need what I say you need. These ribs have been recently injured and not fully healed. What did you do?”
 
   My exhale warned him that I’d tolerate his being bossy and pushy but only so far. “I messed with a trio of echo-demons.”
 
   Okay, so his whistle helped massage my ego a bit.
 
   “You win?” he asked, his hands now moving from my ribs to my arms. 
 
   “I’m here, aren’t I?”
 
   He actually chuckled, which created a different kind of warmth coursing through me. One I had no reason to feel.
 
   I squirmed again, pushing his hands away. “That’s enough. We’re done here.”
 
   He raised both hands palm up before me. “You want to still hurt, so be it.”
 
   That’s not what I wanted. It was more what I didn’t want—to be so near a pool of congealing blood with a far too sexy and too dangerous warlock rubbing his hands all over me. But no way was I going to say that last part.
 
   Nor was I ready to deal with how powerful a warlock he really was, bringing someone back from the dead. That scared me, on many levels. If one didn’t mess with magic without ramifications what did it mean to cheat death?
 
   “Here.” I shivered, then thrust a trembling hand out. “Help me up.”
 
   He did, not with a hard jerk but a very gentle tug that allowed me to gain my feet and only waver a bit. I braced my legs, only too aware that every movement was one I would not be taking if it weren’t for Bran’s intervention. 
 
   I grabbed a moment to look around, struggling to find a sense of normalcy, focusing on the small details because I couldn’t grapple with the bigger issue. The whole dead-but-not-dead one in particular. “Where’s Gurn?” I asked, noticing first what was missing. “His body was right there.” I pointed to a spot on the bloody deck to my left.
 
   “A friend of yours?” Bran stood too close to me. Either worried that I’d topple and he’d have to re-do all his work, or not trusting me not to cast a spell in his direction. What kind of spell? An undo-whatever-the-hell-he’d-just-done spell? 
 
   Back to the normal. “No, Gurn wasn’t a friend. He was the second shifter after me.”
 
   “Why after you?”
 
   His voice sounded strange, but I wasn’t sure why. If it was because he was surprised there were two or expecting more, I didn’t know. Or maybe he was drained from snatching me from the dead. Either way I stepped back, so I could point at the stain and give myself space between us. “Yes, two. Gurn was shot by his partner and his body was right there.”
 
   “And what happened to the partner?”
 
   I nodded toward the rail. “He stumbled back.” 
 
   “Toppled over?”
 
   I nodded, still surprised that the propulsion spell had that much power, even with blood magic. And had Bran used black magic to jumpstart my heart? Oh, hell, I hadn’t even thought of that.
 
   I glanced at Bran, not seeing his features all that clearly but clear enough to see the furrow of his brows. 
 
   Focus on the shifter, not the fear.
 
   “Mostly Brains slipped in Gurn’s blood.” I glanced at the front of my sweatshirt and jeans, glad they weren’t plastered with blood. I wiped what was on my hands along my jeans. Yuck. “Like what’s on me.”
 
   “How hard did you hit your head?” Bran asked, as if I was making everything up.
 
   “Don’t believe me, but there were two and they planned on kidnapping me.” This I could talk about, even get pissy about.
 
   “Why? Two shifters need their own hairstylist?”
 
   Smart ass. When he put it that way though it didn’t make any sense. Who knew why they wanted me? To get me away from Dominique? Or was something going to happen and they didn’t want me asking questions? Or just being around. New girl on the block.
 
   Which reminded me. Sasha. If someone wanted me could they also want her?
 
   I turned to stagger back to the interior of the boat.
 
   “Where are you going?” Bran asked, right at my side.
 
   “To find Sasha.”
 
   To get my world back on an even basis.
 
   He paused then followed me, which was fine because the sooner I could find Sasha the sooner I could make sure she was okay. The fact I’d been attacked made me worry about her safety. If she was all right I could leave. I’d had it with boats and too many questions. Way too many about what Bran had done and what price I’d have to pay for it.
 
   And damned if he wasn’t right, about how I’d feel. I hurt as if I’d been the punching bag for a couple of shifters. I should have let him finish fixing me the way he’d done to my ribs.
 
   He caught up with me as I stepped into the stateroom. 
 
   “Why are you looking for Sasha?” he asked, his voice suddenly wary.
 
   Oh, yeah, I’d forgotten the whole Bran and Sasha together thing. I glanced at him over my shoulder. “Don’t worry, I’m not out to hurt your squeeze. I just want to make sure she’s okay.”
 
   He was right on top of me as I left the stateroom. It was empty which meant Suzette was okay. Gone, but then I didn’t blame her, she looked easily spooked. Most people were from attacking shifters. Go figure.
 
   Bran grabbed my arm, not rough but he managed to pull me to a stop which caused me to suck in an oath.
 
   He look bothered, then added, “Tell me what you want with Sasha. And what do you mean by squeeze?”
 
   I stared at him, my brows drawing down. “You know, romantic interest, girlfriend, temporary bed partner.”
 
   He actually looked like I’d gob-smacked him. He could revive corpses but get stopped by a comment? “She is not—”
 
   The suave, urbane Bran actually sounded like he was stuttering. 
 
   “Doesn’t matter,” I cut him off, knowing if I didn’t find Sasha soon I was going to crash into a heap and I didn’t want that. Especially in front of Bran. 
 
   I was about say something else, when I spied Franco beetling down a far passageway.
 
   “Got ya.” I stiff-legged it to catch up to him, which sounds way faster than I was moving, hailing him when I got close enough not to shout. “Franco. Wait a minute.”
 
   He stopped as if jerked by invisible strings; only when he saw who it was did some of the tension seep from his shoulders. His tone was sharp as ever though as he said, “You are a disaster. A total disaster.” He stretched his hands wide to make the point of how total he meant.
 
   So bite me. If only he knew all of it.
 
   Then I remembered. I had Gurn’s blood smeared on my hands and parts of my clothes. I must have hit my head pretty hard after all to go running after Sasha looking as I did, or maybe it was that dying thing.
 
   “What have you been doing?” Franco asked, his eyes wide, his skin pale.
 
   “Working on an outfit for Halloween, what do you think I’ve been doing?” We were wasting time here chatting. My gut screamed, Find Sasha now!
 
   Franco shot a glance between me and Bran. “Seriously? Halloween?”
 
   “No,” I bit back. You idiot. “I’ll tell you everything later.” Or as much as I was willing to share, which wasn’t much. “As long as we can find Sasha.”
 
   He tsked, tsked with a wag of one finger. “You should be off the yacht by now. Staff is not to be seen here at all tonight.”
 
   That’s right. I’d forgotten about that. It explained why I couldn’t find anybody on board, but it raised another niggling question. Why tonight?
 
   Later. One problem at a time. “I’m trying to get off the boat,” I said, in my most patient tone, which wasn’t so patient about then, as Bran joined me, earning only a quirked brow from Franco. I cleared my throat to get Chop-Chop’s attention. “I’ve been looking for Sasha.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   The question slapped like a wet cloth on bare skin.
 
   “Dominique wants to see her.” 
 
   “Oh, she won’t be happy that you haven’t found her and are still hanging around.”
 
    Too bad this wasn’t kindergarten show-and-tell, like the time I’d tried to talk my brother Jake into going as my pet wolf. 
 
   I flattened my palms out before me. I was not the enemy here. Maybe I should start wearing a pin stating that fact if the men around here kept biting my head off. “Collette said you were looking for Sasha. I thought if you’ve found her, you could let me know where I can, too. Nothing more.”
 
   He eyed me for a moment, as if hunting for a hidden agenda, then shook his head before speaking to both Bran and me. “I can’t find her.” He sounded worried, genuinely worried. “I’ve checked everywhere I can think of.”
 
   I found I wanted to wipe the worry off his face. The man was a prick, but right now he was a concerned prick.
 
   “If you’ve looked in all the logical places Sasha should be, it’s time to check the rest.” I pointed toward the front of the boat. “I’ll check those rooms.” I didn’t add the word, “again,” even though I thought it. “And you check the other direction. The last boat is long gone, but I can call a water taxi after I get cleaned up.” 
 
   Franco glanced in the direction I pointed, at the community rooms, which included a Roman bath, a personal spa, and a training gym. Yacht life had all the benefits. “Maybe we should check these first together,” he said, “before we bother Dominique whose room is down that hall.”
 
   As if I didn’t know that already. In fact the community rooms were behind the door I’d seen Bran exit earlier that evening. Was it only a little over an hour ago? Felt like so much longer.
 
   Franco’s advice also let me know he was as cowed by Dragon Lady as the rest of the staff. Interesting.
 
   “Okay.” I wasn’t a fool, I wanted to keep my head, and my job, too. “Let’s go. Spa first.”
 
   We found Sasha in the second room we searched, the Roman bath. Whorls of steam circled the air, making it both hard to see and breathe the minute we opened the plate glass door. Which made no sense, as the bath should have been empty.
 
   But it wasn’t.
 
   I stumbled over an outstretched arm, causing me to slam down hard on my knees on the mosaic-tiled floor. 
 
   That’s when I recognized Sasha, reclining back against the tub edge, one hand thrown out, her head against the rim, her throat cleanly sliced from one side to the other.
 
   “Bloody, hell,” Franco whispered in the mist above my head, his tone as thin as the air. “She’s dead.”
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
   CHAPTER 29
 
    
 
   What was it about death that slowed time? Elongated each moment as if the ritual of passing suspended the laws of physics? 
 
   Bran had said nothing at first, but I sensed him right behind me, a solid wall. Obstacle? Barrier? Or protection.
 
   Could he do for Sasha what he had done for me? How to get rid of Franco to ask?
 
   I could hear Franco suck in a breath like a land-locked fish, while I rose to my feet and stood there, trying to read the crime scene as if I’d seen one before. Wait, I had. In fact, I had created my second one back on the foredeck. At least there were no bodies for the cops to find there. Could I get the blood cleaned off of me and the deck before the now inevitable law enforcement arrived? 
 
   When I got back to the agency compound I was going to pitch a hissy fit if we were sent out again being so ill equipped to deal with being attacked, fighting non-humans and dealing with brutal murder.
 
   As if Ling Mai gave a flying fart what I thought.
 
   Bran broke the silence. “Franco, you find Dominique. Tell her what’s happened here. She’ll know what to do.”
 
   My brain cells kicked into hyper drive. Leave it to a warlock to take charge, but then Bran was looking out for his interests, which also meant Dominique’s interests and that could be a conflict.
 
   “And if she doesn’t, you call the police. Secure the launch boat first, so no one leaves the yacht before all are accounted for,” I added, not trusting that Dragon Lady would make sure a killer was apprehended. Or that she wasn’t the killer herself.
 
   My tone must have alerted Bran that our tentative truce was over as he gave Franco a short nod before the other man scuttled off, taking one last hard look at me before he did. 
 
   Not the time to wonder at that glance as I knelt on the tiles near Sasha, not that I wanted to get closer to that cold, still body. 
 
   “Can you help her?” I asked, adding, “Like you helped me?”
 
   I glanced over my shoulder to see him shake his head. “No. Too much time has passed and even if I could, I’d used everything up helping you.”
 
   Damn. I turned back to Sasha, mentally asking her forgiveness.
 
   “Does your cousin know who to contact here in port?” I asked, more to keep both of us focused on the mundane and not the girl before us.
 
   “She’ll call the Gendarmerie Maritime.” His voice sounded ice cold and matter of fact. “They’ll contact the Sûreté.”
 
   That’s right. This was his world. I couldn’t order a meal, but he could snap his fingers and know whom to contact in any situation. Must be nice.
 
    I stood again, which wasn’t that easy knowing there was nothing I could do for Sasha. It left a bitter taste in my mouth.
 
   “Are you all right?” Bran spoke right behind me, his strong hands cupping my shoulders and turning me toward him.
 
   He’d surprised me. The touch and the tone of his voice. I’d expected more anger; after all this death was not removed from his immediate world, neither was the threat of it. But instead all I sensed from him was concern. For me? Why?
 
   I kept my gaze averted as I managed a response through a clogged throat. “Of course—”
 
   “There’s no of course.” His tone now slashed with exasperation, as if I’d poked a sore spot with a torch. This I could deal with, even as he continued, “I want you out of here. You should not be seeing this.”
 
   I inched backwards, forcing his arms to drop, placing steel beneath my tone. Two adversaries once again. “This is my job.”
 
   “It is not right.”
 
   “There is no right, no wrong. It just is.”
 
   That reached him, his lips tightening as his gaze shifted to survey the scene. 
 
    “What do you know about this?” he asked, his tone now clipped and distant. I looked, but noticed no change in eye color from him, no pulling a mage mantle across him, no whisper of magic swirling. Whatever Bran was right then, he wasn’t acting like a warlock. Right now he was simply a very focused, very determined male.
 
   Good. I needed the wall of professionalism between us. I’d barely begun to grapple with the fact he could restore life but clearly with restrictions. 
 
   “It’s murder.” I swallowed and looked at the lovely body lying so still yet relaxed. “Suicides don’t slit their own throats like this. An easy enough process for someone to quietly walk in from behind, grab her hair and pull her head back. Plus there’s no knife within sight, not to say it’s not around the scene somewhere.” I didn’t want to disturb anything looking for it. Or step nearer all that blood again. I’d reached my limit of wallowing in blood this evening.
 
   “How long do you think she’s been dead?” he asked, though clearly knowing there had been a time delay between death and our arrival.
 
   “Less than an hour,” I lied, then added, “but not much longer by the texture of the blood congealing, though I’m no expert.”
 
   “Convenient that we all three found her together.”
 
   I glanced at him over my shoulder again, at the tightness of his expression, the tension riding his muscles. “Meaning?”
 
   “At least that part isn’t complicated.”
 
   I now understood. If I’d found Sasha on my own, I’d have become an immediate suspect. Which I’d been meant to do, having been sent specifically to look for her. 
 
   The group was small enough, and close-knit enough, to mean that as long as I was suspected of murdering one of their own, my effectiveness as a covert operative seeking information was canceled.
 
   Whoever set up this scenario was brilliant and calculating.
 
   Dominique?
 
    Yup, just up her ally. But why take out a lowly hairdresser—unless she realized I wasn’t just an employee. I glanced again at Bran, at the strain bracketing his eyes, the cant to his full lips. Was he up to hearing my suspicions? Suspicions founded on what? Gut reactions toward a woman I hated at first sight.
 
   Maybe I needed a little more concrete info before I rocked what was left of his world. Or before I accused him of being in this area of the yacht himself a little under an hour ago.
 
   Damn and triple damn, this was getting complicated.
 
   “If I were you,” I offered, giving him action instead of answers. “I’d get the purser to block off this area of the yacht ASAP and maybe have someone you trust keep any people still remaining on board separated as much as possible from one another. The law will want to interview them.”
 
   “Dominique will not like this.” Bran’s gaze remained focused on the dead woman.
 
   “Like it or not, the killer is someone on this boat unless someone has recently left on one of the shuttles back to shore.” He glanced up then and I noted the bleakness, the shock being held tightly in check, as if he’d wrestled his anger into submission not that long ago. But then he’d been able to do something to change the outcome. I had lived, Sasha had died, and there wasn’t any changing that.
 
   I hadn’t been an agent that long myself. But I understood the hard reality-slap of violence too well and too recently: images of Gurn’s brains splattered across the deck, of the other shifter right before he fell, the scream, splash, and then silence slammed into my thoughts. 
 
   I swallowed bile. This wasn’t time to deal with a flashback. Not with a dead woman at my feet.
 
   I quieted my voice, for both our sakes. “This is going to be hard on everyone, the innocent and the guilty. You have a small window for damage control before the law arrives and takes over. I’d use that time wisely if I were you. Do whatever PR stuff you need to do to give your spin on this before it hits the news from some rag journalist listening to the police scanners or with a cousin on the Monte Carlo force.”
 
   “You’ve done this before.” He looked at me then, really looked at me as if seeing me for the first time.
 
   “Let’s just say I understand law enforcement mentality. They have their agenda and you have yours. In places they’ll merge.”
 
   “To find a killer.”
 
   “Exactly. But everyone has something to hide.” My fingers clenched as if seeking grounding before I continued, “Some information you’ll feel the police don’t need to know, or you might feel has no bearing on the investigation. But the law will want to know about it anyway.”
 
   He made a noise, as if in protest, but I shook my head and shut him out. I knew firsthand what it meant to be a suspect in a murder inquiry and no amount of it’ll-be-all-right coddling was going to sugarcoat the process.
 
   “It’s just the way things are. A man in your position should have contacts, acquaintances, friends. Call them. Now. Before you lose the opportunity. A murder can unravel a lot of lives. There can be a number of victims, not just the dead.”
 
   “This sounds very cold and heartless.”
 
   “It is.” I nodded, clutching at the shreds of my control now. “We’re losing time here.”
 
   “I will do as you suggest.” He didn’t look happy about it, then speared me with an icy glance. “You work in an ugly world.”
 
   I couldn’t have drawn the line between us any more clearly. His world was on one side, creating beauty, mingling with the movers and shakers across the globe; mine was on another, the ugly reality of death and mingling with cops and body baggers. And that was without the whole warlock versus witch element. 
 
   As if I hadn’t known there was a huge gap from the beginning.
 
   “You’re wasting time,” I said, there being no need to address his comment.
 
   “And what about her?” He looked at Sasha.
 
   “She’s no longer your problem. Finding her killer is.” Before he or she destroys the rest of your carefully constructed world.
 
   He nodded once but paused, as if fighting an internal battle. I had wanted to offer comfort, some soft words but found that none would come. Just as well, ours was not that kind of relationship.
 
   I turned back to look at Sasha when I felt Bran’s hand hit my back. I stumbled then took a dive into the sauna, coming up dripping and swearing.
 
   “What the—” I sputtered.
 
   “The blood,” he said, standing there on the pool rim. “No one will notice the blood on you or your clothes now.”
 
   As if they won’t wonder why I went swimming in my clothes.
 
   Then he left. Leaving me standing in the pool, aware there was more than blood on my clothes that I’d have to explain. There was blood on the foredeck, the fact Franco had seen me smeared with blood, and my police record as a killer.
 
   Oh, yeah, the nightmare had only begun.
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
   CHAPTER 30
 
    
 
   Once I crawled out of the pool I was thankful for two things. The first, I wasn’t carrying my phone so there might be a small window to collect it and send a message to the team, and two, Bran was right, the shifter’s blood was off of me, or what I could see of me, which meant I wouldn’t be arrested immediately.
 
   I was still drying off when the purser-cum-onboard-lackey arrived, sticking his head in the door and blanching. I clutched the towel and pushed him out then joined him in the hallway, squelching as I walked.
 
   “No one gets in this room until the authorities arrive. No one, you understand?”
 
   “Oui, mademoiselle.”
 
   “Not even Bran or Dominique.”
 
   If the man looked pale before he looked worse now.
 
   “Oui.” His agreement sounded a lot less assured, too.
 
   Not that I blamed the poor guy. I didn’t figure he ran across a lot of dead guests on his watch.
 
   But I didn’t have time to worry about him. I had to get somewhere I could send a text message. The minute the law arrived, and I was identified as discovering the body, I’d lose my phone and any way to communicate with the agency. This mission had just turned deadly up close and personal, and Ling Mai and the team needed to know. Maybe this would get them off their asses. Either that or I was more on my own than I’d ever thought possible.
 
   By returning to the staging stateroom where I’d left my locked and warded valise I achieved my first goal—accessing my cell. I whipped it out, shocked to find a few bars of reception. Punching in a quick text message to Mandy, I hit the send button.
 
   New model murdered. I found body. Advise.
 
    I’d left off the whole P.S. Oh, and I died, but don’t worry, I’m alive now bit. They’d yank me in a heartbeat for having a mental breakdown.
 
   I hadn’t brought dry, clean clothes along so I rubbed myself a bit more with the towel before discarding it. For now, I was stuck looking as if I’d taken a shower with my clothes on as I heard a put-put-put alongside the boat. A quick glance out the port window and I spied an official looking boat pulling up to the launch dock. The Gendarmerie Maritime, the officials who handled suspicious deaths in coastal French waters, hadn’t wasted any time. One more clue that Bran’s world was not mine. Men like him received immediate attention. Someone else might have waited longer for the law to arrive.
 
   Of course lights and sirens weren’t flashing. Bran must have worked very fast to keep the approach low-key and confidential.
 
   That approach would no doubt extend to the manner in which the gendarmes handled Bran’s core staff. 
 
   Would that approach also be given toward a lowly hairdresser who had a lot to hide once Bran was out of sight?
 
   I was about to find out.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Dawn had just slipped over the horizon when a commotion outside Bran’s stateroom arrested my attention. Bran entered his room as the rose-yellow dawn exploded into bright sunlight beyond the open balcony doors. My getting into his safe had been a bust. The man cast one great warding spell. So I was on to Plan B—find a way to circulate outside of the back room. Which led to Plan C— link Dominique to the attack on me, the brutal murder of Sasha, and the guy who might be holding Van.
 
   I shied away from examining how I knew it was Bran as his door opened before I looked. We’d avoided each other for hours, ever since finding Sasha’s body in the spa. Now there would be no avoiding him and my reaction to him.
 
   Keep it professional. Please let me keep it professional. Not personal. So don’t go down that road.
 
   “You?” He stopped just inside the door, looking as constrained as I felt and as wary.
 
   “The purser is looking for a place to stash me.” I tripped over my rush of words, trying to reassure and explain all in the same breath. Last thing I needed was for him to disappear before I could ask a few key questions. “I’ll be out of here soon.” 
 
   When the silence grew between us I jammed my hands in the pocket of my jeans, rubbing my ring and asked, “How is . . .how are . . .?” Oh, hell, I didn’t even know what to ask.
 
   There. That was professional. Not.
 
   A cynical and exhausted smile tugged the corner of his lips. He’d been up all night, too. “Today’s show has been cancelled. I’ve been on the phone with our guests most of the night. Some claim prostration, traumatized as only twittering, senseless women can be. Others are ghouls, calculating how much press coverage they can expect from almost being at the scene of a crime.”
 
   Maybe the smile was more than cynical. Or was it the tone of his voice? This was not a man who suffered fools well.
 
   “And you?” I asked, breaking my own rule so quickly it was a surprise I didn’t get whiplash. I was so treading on personal grounds. “How are you doing?”
 
   He crossed to the king-size bed and sat on the edge, weariness etching his posture. He raked one hand through thick, already tousled hair before spearing me with a glance even bleaker than the one I’d seen on him in the Roman bath hours ago. What surprised me was that he allowed how on edge he was to show. 
 
   “How am I?” he repeated, more to himself than me, his voice tugging at me. “A woman under my protection had her throat brutally slashed with no apparent motivation. I have a yacht full of law enforcement officers, because they know a killer is somewhere on the boat. My name—” he paused, then spoke again in a tighter, lower voice. “My name, already under investigation for robberies, is now linked with a murder. How do you think I am?”
 
   Yeah, the edge sliced razor-sharp. But I needed him now. I needed him in control and focused and determined. He was my only potential ally on this ship. The only person who knew my true role and the only person who could help me get the answers I was determined to get. 
 
   So no matter how much I ached to empathize, or soothe, which really wasn’t my nature anyway, there was no time for it. Any moment Dominique could slam through his door with her own agenda. Later I could find time to talk to him about his very unique gift, but for now I’d keep focused on Sasha.
 
   “Have you talked with Dominique?” My voice was more get-with-the-program intense than I intended, but it worked.
 
   He glanced up, his gaze icy. “Of course, I have. She handled a lot of the most hysterical of the women and the press releases.”
 
   “Anything else?”
 
   “What does it matter to you?”
 
   This was not personal, this was business.
 
   I stepped closer, though approaching the leashed fierceness straight-on took years of training as a sibling-sister amongst bigger, badder, meaner brothers. “It matters because there’s only one person who knew, for sure, I’d be looking for Sasha and most likely find her. That Franco and you were there, too, was a fluke, nothing more.”
 
   He didn’t respond, which was fine because I stumbled against one of the questions that had been bothering me since last night. “Why were you there?” I asked, blaming exhaustion for not wondering before this.
 
   He glanced up, his eyes devil dark. “Why was I where?”
 
   “On the foredeck. How did you find me?” How did you revive me? 
 
   His shoulders relaxed as mine tightened. There was something I was missing here. Something he thought I was going to discover. His body language betrayed him. 
 
   He shrugged, “Does it matter?”
 
   “It does to me.”
 
   His glance was razor sharp, more warlock than human. “I wanted some fresh air.”
 
   “So you just happened to walk to the foredeck?” Think, Noziak, what was he not saying?
 
   “Yes,” he bit out, jerking to his feet. “I took a walk. I found you. I . . . I healed you. Would you rather I’d have left you to die?”
 
   I hesitated. Was now the time to ask at what cost was his healing? I already knew one price; he could not help Sasha. Which brought me back around to what was niggling at me. 
 
   The dead shifter. That was it. Bran had to have seen the dead shifter. I had no idea how long I’d been dead on deck but it was long enough for someone to dispose of a dead body. Someone strong enough, like a warlock, could have tipped Gurn into the sea. But why?
 
    “Did you get rid of the man’s body?” I asked, stepping back, feeling as if I were shadow boxing, trying to figure out the details.
 
   “If I say yes, will you stop hounding me?”
 
   Not really a yes, but not a no either. I figured I’d pushed him as much as I could. 
 
   “Nothing makes sense,” I murmured, scrubbing my hands across my face. 
 
   “I’m not the enemy here, Alex,” Bran’s voice washed against me. 
 
   I glanced at him as he continued, “If I were your enemy you’d be at some Monte Carlo police station facing a murder charge right now.”
 
   Still was a strong possibility of that happening, given the direction of the questions they’d asked me earlier. Or the fact I had a criminal record. But why hadn’t the police made a bigger issue out of my wet clothes? Franco had to have told them I had blood all over me
 
   One step at a time.
 
   I looked at Bran, really looked at him before crossing to a chair opposite him and slipping into it. It wasn’t lost on either of us that the chair was as far away from him as I could get and still be in the same room.
 
   “Why are you afraid of me?” This was Bran, the multimillionaire who’d created his own empire, talking now. One step accomplished. I had his full attention. A Taser on stun would have had less power. Bran was not an easy man to be around in the best of times; in my limited experience most powerful, self-made men weren’t. Warlocks fell into the same category. And now I had to tell him that the person he trusted most in the world might be working against his best interests. 
 
   Not fun.
 
   “I need to tell you something you won’t want to hear,” I said, my voice shaky with fatigue. Maybe I should put off this conversation, not that it would ever get easy. I was asking him to do what I was not willing to do, abandon family. I was here because of Van, and with that thought front and center I steeled myself to push forward. “We need to talk about Dominique.”
 
   “Talk about her why?” His voice sounded constrained.
 
   “Her possible involvement in events.”
 
   “You don’t know my cousin.”
 
   “True.” I didn’t know him either, so taking him as a temporary ally right now might make all my other mistakes pale by comparison, but I needed answers. I looked at him, my hands loose on my knees, my voice flat. “What I do know is that Sasha’s murder changes the thefts happening around this show.” I watched him flinch, but plowed ahead. “Those thefts were externally directed. Someone using the cover of your tour locations to line their pockets. But Sasha’s death was the result of one of two things. Possibly both.”
 
   “Go on,” he said at last without raising his head.
 
   Small progress that he didn’t shut me off totally. I inhaled and braced myself. “The first is that Sasha stumbled onto information she shouldn’t have and was killed to keep her quiet.”
 
   “She’d been with the staff less than a week.”
 
   “But it’s still a possibility.”
 
   Small, baby steps. 
 
   “And the second issue?”
 
   “The second issue is personal.” I steeled myself, twirling my ring on my finger like a weapon. “Someone wants to destroy you.”
 
   He raised his head and stared at me as if I’d just sprouted horns and a forked tail. Ironic given he was the only warlock in the room, and angry warlocks had often been described through history as the devil’s own.
 
   “Don’t be ridiculous.” He stood, a powerful, controlled move as he thrust hands deep into the pockets of his linen pants. He paced, but with each step measured and held tightly in check. This was not a person to be prodded into anything—especially a theory at odds with his world view.
 
   I kept my gaze averted, not to avoid him, but to give him some room to digest what I’d laid before him. Breaking a granite shell took time, and Bran was all granite.
 
   “I trust the people around me.” He scowled at me, his tone making it clear I was an outsider threatening his world. Fair enough, my response would probably have been the same. “They are not just my employees, they are my friends. My family.”
 
   Then this guy obviously didn’t have a lot of luck with family.
 
   “Look.” It was time for damage control, but there was no avoiding the truth. “I could be wrong about this being personal.” My gut told me I wasn’t.
 
   “You are.”
 
   “Fine.” I raised my hands. No harm, no foul. “So we focus on the first issue. Sasha knew something, or saw something she shouldn’t have.”
 
   “And none of that has anything to do with the staff or Dom.” His words were angry, his eyes desperate. “So keep her out of this.”
 
   That had me sucking in air and curling my fists. Noziaks didn’t back down when things got ugly. We plowed ahead.
 
   Besides, keeping out was not my call. If the cinnamon scented Prima Donna was involved, it’d come out sooner or later. With hope before there were any more casualties.
 
   I tried a different tack. “That still leaves a number of guests and your staff to look at closer. My gut tells me staff is where we should look in more depth, but there’s no telling if Sasha knew one of your guests previously and her past caught up with her here. From what I’ve been able to see some of these women arrive at several of your events in a year. So we can’t eliminate guests totally at this point.”
 
   “Is that all?” He didn’t even look at me.
 
   “No, but having two shifters running free on the same yacht can’t be a coincidence. Something is going on here.”
 
   There, I gave him a little wiggle room, but no way was I going to avoid what the facts spelled out for me. First thing law enforcement had to have done before they contacted the IR agency as a what-the-hell last option was cross-reference guests with thefts. The fact no names surfaced must have been clarified with Bran before I came on board.
 
   “I agree.” He now stood right next to me and stared me down. “But you’re saying that Sasha’s death could have had nothing to do with her being one of my models.”
 
   I was afraid he’d clutch that very teeny, tiny straw too quickly.
 
   “There’s a scant chance.” I backpedaled, accepting that just because I’d jump first and rethink things after the fact, not everyone acted under that principle.
 
   “Then we must discover if Sasha knew one of the guests.” At least he sounded like a man stepping away from the edge and not toward it. “What next?”
 
   Great. I’d gotten myself out on this limb, it was time to continue holding on for dear life—or jump.
 
   “Next?” I said, averting my gaze again, flexing fingers that had become rigid fists before I stepped in the direction I’d hoped to avoid. “It’s time I move out of the back room. I can investigate only so far when I have access to half the people involved. And I need your help to do that.”
 
   He went still, his whole body taut, his eyes carefully banked, his gaze shuttered. Warlock under threat.
 
   Not quite the response I’d wanted. Why did I feel I’d just propositioned him?
 
   Maybe all I’d sensed between us was only my imagination anyway. There was no spark zipping between us—no crazy, illogical attraction that blurred the edges of professionalism and made thinking difficult. All one-sided.
 
   That was good news; it was better to lose my mind than my professionalism. So why did it hurt like a horse’s kick? Damn, I hated feeling like a fool.
 
   I slowly rose to my feet and stood there, in the center of his room, waiting for him to throw me out on my ear. Not a sensation I was inclined to tolerate for long.
 
   I  out loud aloud to break the strained silence. So what if my voice came out a little too breathless. “I just need a way to move among your guests as freely as I now move among your staff, that’s all.”
 
   “Is it?” His husky voice deepened, enough to give me a chill of goose bumps dancing down my arms. Fatigue. It had to be fatigue. Or the whole dead-undead thing messing with me. Again.
 
   “Exactly what are you asking?” 
 
   My words stuttered, not nonchalant as I’d intended. But then again I was caught and held in that predator stare of his, the one that could make a grown woman weep, or beg, and I wasn’t sure which side of the fence I wanted to sit on.
 
   He stepped closer. I held my ground.
 
   “You tell me exactly what it is you want.” His words vibrated like the thrum of a powerful engine held in check. “What do you want from me?”
 
   A touch? More? All of you? Where was this coming from? I didn’t lose my head over gorgeous, sexy, dangerous warlocks. Okay, I didn’t run across all that many. 
 
   Mine fields. Dangerous, dangerous mine fields. Remember, I’m an agent here, not a woman. Don’t listen to my hormones’ knee-jerk response, to my heart pounding harder, my muscles clenching, the hot, tingling warmth starting from my core and racing outwards.
 
   Fatigue, damn it, that’s all.
 
   “Guests,” I stuttered again and grasped for brain cells that had fled the minute his scent reached me. The second he neared enough to touch, if either of us reached out. “I want guests.”
 
   His smile taunted. Promised. Seduced. His lips curled in a secret, wicked smile. So maybe he was more than a word-weaver and heal-from-the-dead mage. Right now he was the king of seduction. 
 
   “Guests?” The single word feathered like a whisper, a caress across raw nerve endings. “You’re sure?”
 
   “Of course I’m sure.”
 
   “Have you heard of the acies acendo adamo?”
 
   He’d thrown me for a loop, which was not the first time this evening. “I don’t what you’re talking about.” Though the language was familiar, Latin, the meaning was obscure. Could it be a spell?
 
   His gaze bore down on me. “The portent is very old. Lost in the mists of time.”
 
   “What portent?” I clenched my hands, bracing myself.
 
   “Between a powerful warlock and the even more powerful witch who would bring him to his knees and start the time of change. The time of loss.”
 
   What were we talking about? And why did it make me want to lash out? Or weep?
 
   “You don’t know your history?” he asked, with a quirk to his brow.
 
   History be damned. It wasn’t as if I got exposed to a lot of Latin, or witch lore in Mud Lake.
 
   “Let down your wards again, little witch, and you’ll find the meaning to the portent.”
 
   A quick rat-a-tat at the door saved me. We both started, glancing toward the door, avoiding each other’s gaze.
 
   Dominique cruised into the room without waiting for an invite, her hand clutching a newspaper, her gaze immediately riveted on me. “What are you doing here?”
 
   The words shot like an angry accusation more than a question.
 
   “Waiting for a room.” 
 
   “Why do you need a room?” Dominique’s gaze slashed to Bran’s and her voice shot up in volume. “She’s not staying on the yacht.”
 
   “She is.”
 
   “But is that wise?”
 
   “She found the body, Dom. The gendarmes insist she stay.” Bran gave a deep sigh as he added. “She didn’t kill Sasha.”
 
   “Says who?”
 
   Whoa, Dragon Lady. No one calls me a killer. Not to my face. 
 
   I stepped forward, my fists balled. “Says me.” I ached to ask a dozen unspoken questions. Where were you between the time I left your room and found Sasha? The spa was only down the hallway from your suite. Plenty of time to nip in and nip out. 
 
   Dominique released a snarl of outrage. She glanced at Bran. “She can’t talk to me in that tone. It’s insubordinate.”
 
   Like she was playing nice and I was the playground bully?
 
   I noted Dragon Lady hadn’t actually denied her implication that I was a killer, but she sure played the helpless female card well and Bran was sucking it up. No wonder he and I butted heads if he went for the damsel in distress type. 
 
   “Ladies.” He stepped between us. “It’s been a very long night. Nothing will be served by taking shots at each other.”
 
   Oh, but it sure could clarify a few key points. A quick glance at Dominique confirmed my hunch that the other woman would have liked the chance to get a few licks in, too, but was willing to bide her time. Her smile was serpentine, her eyes pinpoints of calculation, with that suspicious green rim to them.
 
   A quick glance at my ring wasn’t necessary to know my preternatural alert device was red-hot against my skin. Good, a wakeup call. Focus on the mission. 
 
   But Dominique’s voice was the real piece de resistance—from controlling woman-of-power to sulky-and-little-girl-helpless. I wanted to gag, but Bran didn’t bat an eyelash. What kind of world did he live in where women were so manipulative, flashing from hot to cold depending on what they wanted? Give me a good knock-’em-out fight any day to this crap.
 
   “Bran, dear, it’s been dreadful with all these…these law people dashing about.” Dominique shot me a telling glance indicating exactly who was at the root of the crisis. But I didn’t stick my tongue out, tempting as it was. “I’m almost prostrate.”
 
   I held back a snort, barely. I doubted Dominique was ever prostrated a day in her life, and now she was devastated over the death of someone she barely knew? Give me a break.
 
   Bran countered. “What do you need?”
 
   A good bitch slap? I bit my tongue. Vaughn would have been proud of me. Jaylene, on the other hand, would have been in Dominique’s face straightening out the wilted flower and I’d have paid good money to have watched.
 
   “I’m afraid there’s worse news.” Dominique gave a dramatic pause. The stage lost a consummate actress in this one.
 
   “What?” Bran asked, his tone wearier than moments ago. Yeah, what was worse than murder?
 
   Dominique grinned at me behind Bran’s back—a quick, sharp jab before tipping her chin up.
 
   But it wasn’t her attitude as much as her words that had me seeing red.
 
   “It’s her.” Dominique pointed right at me as if there were a lot of other females in the room. “She’s been arrested for murder once before.”
 
   Busted.
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
   CHAPTER  31
 
    
 
    
 
   Bran stood near the doorway, his hands thrust in his pockets, his face unreadable but tense. Dom flounced out of the room after dropping her bomb. Smart move, no need to clean up the blood. My blood.
 
   “Is that true?” he asked. 
 
   “Yes.” I glanced at my curled fists, aware it was none of his business, also aware of the sharpness of my tone. I managed to blink back the dampness stinging my eyes before sharing, “My past has nothing to do with this.”
 
   Did his expression change or was it a play of shadows? He shifted, looking as if he wanted to speak but couldn’t find the words. At least I wasn’t the only one.
 
    But he’d never been at a loss before. Why now? Did he expect me to lash out and kill him, too?
 
   “I’m sorry.” His gaze rested on mine. “For this situation and your involvement in it.”
 
   I didn’t need nor want his pity. Not that I expected either but that thought helped steel my shoulders and my tone. “This involvement is my job.”
 
   He flinched. “Having your personal reputation smeared publically is part of your job?”
 
   “Not usually.” I shrugged, as if I dealt with this kind of crap daily. That was me—uber James Bond spy with no emotions. As if. I hadn’t been this tongue-tied with a guy since grade school; but I hadn’t expected this lack of response to Dom’s news from him. “As long as your cousin doesn’t broadcast my past to everyone this will be over soon.”
 
   “Will it?”
 
   Were we talking about my reputation or his now? Mine in shreds was one thing; his in shreds destroyed his world. One he’d carefully and methodically created. Was that why he seemed so on edge?
 
   Maybe one day Vaughn could give me some lessons in diplomacy because they would come in handy in these sort of awkward, tight moments. Tiptoeing around an issue wasn’t my style. 
 
   “Is there another problem?” I asked point blank. 
 
   His gaze shifted then returned, if anything more intense. “I’ve been thinking about what you said .” 
 
   I scrubbed one hand across my face. When? Before death or after—before he discovered I’d killed someone or after? Or was he about to explain his cryptic Latin phrase?
 
   “I’m speaking about moving you beyond the back room.”
 
   “Oh.” That quickly my mouth dropped open, my hands re-curled and my mind went blank. Not a good thing for an operative, even one operating on no sleep and adrenaline. 
 
   “That’s all you have to say? Oh?” The sudden tilt of his lips did it, broke through to me in a cold wash of reality. He hadn’t suggested anything, and here I was acting like a clueless ninny. 
 
   Pull it together, Alex.
 
   “Fine.” I cleared my throat. “What do you have in mind?”
 
   The skin across his cheeks tightened as his breath quickened.
 
   I wasn’t imaging his reaction. Was I? Or my own?
 
   The clenching in my thigh muscles returned, as did the freefall sensation in my stomach.
 
   “Bran?” My use of his name sounded shaky, tasted strange on my tongue. It was harder to remain witch to warlock with his name wrapping around me. “If we’re going to work together, it’s business—all business.”
 
   One dark brow angled as he faced me, his whole body on tense alert. When he shook his head, as if waking from a strange dream, I knew it’d be all right. For now.
 
   “Of course,” he replied. “Business only.” 
 
   There was nothing “of course” about it; but stepping back from the precipice once was about all I could handle now. And he hadn’t brought up the portent. That was good.
 
   “Any ideas?” I said, “I could go along as your hairdresser—”
 
   “You’ll be my date.”
 
   “Date?” Pulling the single word out was like stepping away from hot tar. “No one will believe I’m your date. You and I are from different universes. No one would believe you’d—”
 
   “It’s done.” He made as if to walk away. “When we get to the Maldives, first evening will be a gathering of guests. The first show after. . .” He waved his hand to indicate the zoo beyond the open door. “You’ll be with me.”
 
   If we got to the Maldives, a big “if” given an open police investigation and that they now knew about my past. I had no doubt Dom was sharing it even now.
 
   “Wait.” This was so not going to plan. My plan. 
 
   He glanced at me, his look withdrawn. He might have worked himself up to a position of power, but I bet he possessed that king-to-peasant look in the cradle. Or it was a warlock thing. No wonder they had such a reputation.
 
   Gulping a ragged breath, I unclenched sweaty palms and wiggled them. “It won’t work.” I took a deep breath and continued. “I’m a pretzel-and-beer kind of gal, you’re a—” I waved one hand before me.
 
   “A?”
 
   “A champagne-and-caviar kind of guy. No one’s going to believe we’d be an item. I think we’ve got to find a different way to work this.”
 
   Damn it, but we were short on time.
 
   “You’re going as my date. Deal with it.” There were husky undertones here, male-to-female vibes that were screwing with my concentration.
 
   “No way am I going to be accepted as your date. And if I’m not, I’ll be even more shut out than I am now. I need to find out how these thefts and this death have been set up. See how the marks are selected. Connect the dots.”
 
   “Do not fight me on this, little witch. Trust that I know my world as you know yours.”
 
   He eyed me, not as he had earlier, but with a critical look I’d seen Franco use before sending the models out to strut and sell their wares.
 
   “You will have no worries,” he said at last. “I’ll have a consultant meet with you.”
 
   It wasn’t a consultation I needed; it was a miracle.
 
   “But—” 
 
   “I was forced to trust you earlier. Now you must trust me.” 
 
   Yeah, right. Not a fair move: not his words, not his look—one that rattled me to my core. Not my immediate response. What could you say to a man who asked for your trust? And spoke without heat but with understanding? The man did not play fair at all.
 
   I swallowed and nodded, no words would come.
 
   “And what of your cousin?” I asked, clutching at straws. “If she tells everyone about—”
 
   “She won’t. I’ll make sure she won’t.”
 
   I believed him.
 
   “Good,” he said it gently, a devious means of scaling my defenses. “I’ll send the consultant to you as soon as it can be arranged. We do not have much time. For now, get some rest; you are tired.”
 
   He left, which was a good thing. I needed some adjustment time, major adjustment time. I needed to get my head back on straight and my hormones under control. There was absolutely nothing between Bran and myself except a mission.
 
   Now, if I repeated it about a million times, it might sink in.
 
   Maybe.
 
  
 
   
 
   
   CHAPTER  32
 
    
 
   I woke from a short power nap as a knock sounded at my door later that day. I’d finally been stashed in the purser’s room as a temporary means of keeping me handy for the ongoing investigation. Which meant every hour on the hour some French gendarme knocked on my door, asked the same questions they’d already asked, gave me the stink eye, and then left. They’d make a great alarm clock service.
 
   But they hadn’t pushed too hard about my previous record, which surprised me. On the other hand maybe my text message to the agency had gotten through and Ling Mai was covering my back. Like I’d believe that. If Ling Mai had brushed my record under the mat it was because I’d then owe her a favor and a big one. Plus I’d have to keep her happy. Talk about a lose-lose scenario.
 
   At a second knock, louder this time, I yanked open my door to find Franco.
 
   So maybe I wasn’t awake but was having a nightmare instead.
 
   “You look like hell. Again,” he greeted me, brushing past me in a cloud of musky cologne. The same scent Collette often used. Go figure. “Close the door. No one else is coming in.”
 
   Great, just what I needed, a large dose of snippiness. 
 
   I left the door ajar, mostly out of spite. There was little traffic in this section of the boat, so little reason to worry about being overheard.
 
   Then I got a good look at Franco and bit back the short reply on the tip of my tongue. The man was hurting. One could read it in the fan of lines around his eyes, in the tightness of his shoulders; different people dealt with shock and grief in different ways. Obviously Franco’s method was to up his irritation level and let it spill over.
 
   “What do you want?” I asked, with just enough snarl to earn a grin from him. 
 
   “Why, dahling, surely you’ve heard?”
 
   Alarm bells sounded. 
 
   I kept my tone level, with effort. “Heard what?”
 
   “I’m your new consultant. Ta-dah.”
 
   I’d kill Bran.
 
   “Why, dahling.” Franco twirled once around my very small room. “You are looking less than pleased. Not a good look for you by the way. It brings little frown lines between your brows. Very aging.”
 
   “I don’t need you—”
 
   “Oh, but you do, Sacagawea, you so do.”
 
   “My name isn’t—”
 
   “Tut tut, dahling, more frown lines. This will not do at all.” He placed two fingers beneath his chin and tilted his head, looking at me critically. “Bran told me we have two days and a long plane ride. The man is such an optimist.”
 
   I’d kill Bran slowly, very slowly, right after I took out— 
 
   “Chop, chop, luv. Lots to do.”
 
   “Look, Frank.” My words, or my tone, or both, earned a moue of disdain. “I’m not your pet project. Find me a dress and call it good. I don’t want you here. You don’t want to be here. We’re even.”
 
   “Oh, but we’re not.” He shook his head. “I’m not doing this for you but for Bran. He needs me. He asked me to come and, viola, I am here.”
 
   His Supreme Mageness was going to suffer. But that wasn’t the point. I was not going to become Franco’s pet project no matter what Bran thought I needed. Torture was not my thing and the steady gleam in Franco’s eyes left no doubt he was enjoying my annoyance. 
 
   I glanced at my ring. A slight buzz indicating preternatural warning. More like a preternatural skin rash. Too bad I couldn’t use that as an excuse to bust the PIA.
 
   “I don’t need you here.” Okay, so I was lying again, but one had to draw the line somewhere. I spoke around a tight, a very tight jaw. I was juggling enough issues without having to deal with this drag-queen-on-Prozac. “In fact, I’m pretty sure this arrangement won’t work at all. So pick out the dresses and, viola.” I spread my hands in a mimicking gesture, then lowered my voice. “We’ll be done.”
 
   “Dresses? Bran does not create dresses, he creates masterpieces.”
 
   Oh, great, now I’d set Franco off.
 
   “One pulls dresses from the rack at mall stores,” he continued, looking as if he were sucking lemons. “Bran does not do dresses.”
 
   “Fine. Get me—”
 
   “No.” Franco made a chopping movement. “I do it all or you look like the savage amongst the roses. There is no in the between.”
 
   Damn and double damn. Give me a gun and a few bad guys over this any day. And savage? He didn’t have a clue how savage I could be, but he might find out. Real soon.
 
   On the other hand, I had a mission to complete and Chop-Chop here was the quickest way to get where I wanted to go. 
 
   “We do this my way then,” I snapped.
 
   “We shall see.”
 
   “There’s no negotiations about it, buster. My way or the highway. Understand?”
 
   “I understand you have deep, volatile emotions, but you hide them, or so you think. It is the way with savages. I have read a book, so I know this.”
 
    I stepped up beside him, fisted my hands in his pink silk shirt and tugged him off his feet until he dangled an inch above the floor. “Here’s a lesson you won’t get from a book. Call me a savage once more and there’ll be nothing left of you to put back together. Are we clear?”
 
   “Problems?” 
 
   Franco and I both looked toward the door. 
 
   Bran lounged there as if he belonged, a half-smile playing about his lips.
 
   “Doesn’t anybody knock around here?” I growled. 
 
   “Not if the door is open.” 
 
   Crap, my own fault.
 
   Bran entered and closed the door behind him. “I think you’d better release him. His color no longer looks good with the fuchsia of his shirt.”
 
   I let go, smiling when Franco stumbled then righted, glaring at me. If Bran hadn’t been in the room the little man probably would have said neener, neener to me. Instead he shook himself like a wet dog and miffed, “Well, I never—” He looked at Bran. “Speak to her; she will not listen to me.”
 
   “She’ll do what needs to be done,” came Bran’s steely reply.
 
   “My way—”
 
   “Alex,” Bran said with that tone that said there was only one answer. Fine. He was right, but that didn’t mean I had to like it.
 
   I glared at Franco and Franco glared back, before straightening his shirt. Keeping my gaze on Franco, I said, “I’m sure we understand each other perfectly now, don’t we, Frank?”
 
   “Yes.” He narrowed his eyes, but I’d tackled bigger challenges than pip-squeak here and I was sure he knew it, even as he announced, “I shall do as Bran asks. A complete transformation. Face. Body. Clothes. The works!”
 
   I growled but Bran stepped closer, all serious now. “Good, because we’ll have to work fast. We have bigger problems to deal with.”
 
   “Like what?” I asked, beginning to feel like a general fighting on too many fronts.
 
   “They’ve found the knife used to kill Sasha.”
 
   “Where?” Franco’s voice sounded harsh; his expression matched it.
 
   “In your room, Franco.”
 
  
 
   
 
   
   CHAPTER 33
 
    
 
   Dominique swatted at a pesky fly, inhaling deeply. At the prices they were paying for these staterooms one would think flies would not be allowed. She punched in the familiar numbers, pleased her hand remained steady.
 
   “Yes,” the voice answered without preamble. 
 
   “I’ve done what you wanted,” she said. “The model is dead.”
 
   “I know. But your execution was sloppy.”
 
   Dominique’s tone hardened. “The potential infiltration has been neutralized. I handled it quickly and efficiently. Some mess is to be expected, but I have everything under control.”
 
   “Do you?”
 
   The space of several heartbeats galloped past, but Dominique was not a minion. Never had been and she would not stoop to that level now. 
 
   “I said I’ve taken care of the problem and I have.” No need to mention the other issue that cropped up. One down, one left to handle. Would her life never be sane?
 
   “There still remains the American.”
 
   She inhaled and enunciated every word. “One death can be justified; two would only cause more problems.” If those idiots had done the job they’d been hired for all of this would be finished by now. But no, she had to handle every detail. “Don’t worry, the remaining one is very busy with damage control and will not cause problems. I’ll see to it.”
 
   “And if she does?”
 
   “Then I’ll take care of it.” Dominique twisted a strand of hair then stilled her hand. No need to lose control now, the hard part was already done. Murder was a messy business. 
 
   Time to turn the tables and be the one making demands.
 
   “Is the next phase ready?”
 
   “All is set.”
 
   “Good.”
 
   “There have been no changes to the itinerary?”
 
   She shook her head, even though the mechanical sounding voice could not see her. “No. Adjustments have been made in the time frames, but we’re on schedule for the Maldives and Miami after that.”
 
   “And then Washington D. C.?”
 
   “Yes, as planned.”
 
   “Then we are ready. You will not be contacted by us until you reach Miami. Make sure there are no more mistakes.”
 
   She tightened her grip on her cell phone, sure the inconsequential piece of plastic would splinter, but she kept her tone even and calm as she answered, “There have been no mistakes on my part thus far. It will continue to be so.”
 
   Her only answer was a dial tone.
 
   With a curse she threw the phone across the stateroom.
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
  
 
   CHAPTER 34
 
    
 
   I glanced at Franco, his mouth an open “O” at Bran’s announcement, still echoing in the stillness of the room. The first few seconds were always a dead giveaway as to guilt or innocence, because very few people could pale on command. 
 
   “This is not possible,” Franco’s words tumbled as he shook his head. He was stunned, but there was something else flashing through his eyes. Wariness? Confusion? The look came and went so fast I couldn’t put my finger on it before he whispered, “How? Where? When?”
 
   Bran shot me a focused glance before responding to Franco. “The gendarmes are searching your room now. I expect they will find you shortly and request your presence for more questioning.”
 
   The process all sounded so civilized, but that wasn’t the reality of a murder investigation. The sour taste of fear, the relentless questions battering at a person, the seconds of time Franco would need to account for, explaining away the unexplainable.
 
   “He’s not to blame.” I hadn’t realized I spoke aloud until both men looked at me.
 
   Bran’s gaze would have frozen hell. “Explain.”
 
   Fine line to walk. Franco couldn’t know who I really was or how I came by my knowledge, but neither could I let an innocent man take the rap for a ruthless killer.
 
   “It’s simple.” I thrust my hands into the front pockets of my jeans, aware of my ring rubbing the denim. “We came across Franco a good five to seven minutes before we found Sasha. During that whole time he was in our sight.”
 
   “And this means?” Franco threw his hands in the air. “Sasha could have been dead hours.”
 
   “Not possible.” I shook my head, risking my mission, with the truth. “Her blood had barely started to congeal. Which means she was killed probably less than fifteen minutes before we found her and the police surgeons will determine that.”
 
   “And you know this how?” Wariness coated Franco’s words as Bran stood silent, his gaze anchored on me. Yeah, I’d told him something different when we’d first discovered Sasha’s body, but there was a reason. I wanted to see if he mentioned his being in the area prior to the murder, but he’d said nothing. Why?
 
   He continued to pin me with his glare. Smart man, not wanting to help me dig my own grave.
 
   “My father’s a pig farmer. We slaughtered animals on the farm so I have seen death, and blood, before. Besides, you had no blood on you and you were wearing white. As you saw, there was blood everywhere. It’s called blood splatter. You’d have been covered in blood if you killed her.”
 
   “A pig farm?” Bran kept his tone enigmatic. Nice trick if you could do it. I liked the fact my being a murderer didn’t faze him but my being a pig farmer’s daughter surprised him. Go figure.
 
   “Yes, a pig farm.” Temper tightened my spine. “Not glamorous but it taught me a few facts of life.” Like how to deal with arrogant, in-charge men and warlocks. “Franco didn’t kill Sasha.”
 
   “I know I didn’t kill her,” the small man said, all the normal bluster leeched from his tone.
 
   “I’ll have lawyers meet you in Monte Carlo.” Bran was back to his authoritarian voice.
 
   “You believe me then?” Franco asked.
 
   “Of course I do.” Bran glanced at me. “Besides you have a witness who backs up the improbability of you being a killer. Two including me.”
 
   “But you see the problem?” I said, thinking through the repercussions of the knife.
 
   “Besides my being accused of something I didn’t do?” Franco’s voice almost reached his normal high-pitch-with-attitude tone.
 
   “Besides that.” I speared Bran with a steady look. “It means someone is setting Franco up. Someone on the yacht, who would have access to his room. The killer. Or they had help.” I so didn’t want to think about the possibility of more than one killer running around, especially as I focused on why was Franco being set up and not just me?
 
   Easy. I had no room. But I did have my hairdresser’s valise. A knife could have been slipped into it easily enough except for the protection wardings. Finally being a witch was paying off.
 
   I had spoken no names, but read in Bran’s lips that he understood I meant Dominique and he didn’t like the implications.
 
   He spoke to Franco. “We’ll make sure you’re not detained for long.” A knock at the door made him add, “Don’t worry.”
 
   Franco shook his head dog-style as if adjusting the short spike of red-blond hair made him taller. “I shall be vindicated.”
 
   The gendarmes who appeared at my door took Franco away without incident, which meant Franco would be treated better than if there’d been a row. I waited until he was gone before I circled around Bran.
 
   “What aren’t you saying?” I demanded, tired of tap-dancing around in the dark.
 
   “You know all that I know.” This was not a seducer’s tone, but a businessman’s, one whose toleration level was nil. “All that it’s safe for you to know.”
 
   “Don’t play dumb with me.” I kept my voice low and steady. I might not be a multimillionaire, but that didn’t mean I took crap either. “Something is going on with Franco that has nothing to do with a weapon being planted in his room.”
 
   “Are you always this suspicious?”
 
   “I am when I’m being led a merry chase.”
 
   “And by merry chase you mean?”
 
   “Don’t do this, Bran. I’m on your side.” Unless he was behind what was happening. “If you’re not honest with me, I can’t help.”
 
   Tell me. Tell me about coming out of the spa room door. Trust me.
 
   “Is this the way you help?” His tone took on a sharp edge. “You accuse my cousin of involvement with no proof. A woman is dead, and now a man I know is innocent has been arrested.”
 
   “He’s only been detained for questioning.”
 
   “And I should be happy about this?”
 
   “It means that in spite of the weapon they don’t believe Franco killed Sasha any more than I do. If they did, they’d have him wrapped up tight.” I stepped away. Was I wrong about my suspicions? That there was something else going on here? 
 
   I walked toward the porthole window, seeing only undulating turquoise blue sky from its circle then turned and speared him with a don’t-mess-with-me look.
 
   He stood there like a pirate—dark, dangerous, and totally off limits and just as frustrated with me as I was with him. 
 
   So I pushed. “I saw you.” When he said nothing I added. “I saw you leave the community rooms.”
 
   “When?” He bit the word out. I noticed he’d avoided the question with a question of his own.
 
   “Shortly after your argument with Dominique.” Which we both knew put him outside the window of time of the killing. If Sasha was killed shortly before we found her, then she wasn’t dead when I saw Bran leave the area. But it still begged the question why had he been there and why hadn’t he explained that fact.
 
   “Are you now accusing me of killing her?” he asked, a bleakness around his eyes even though his voice was all angry warlock, which meant it whipped like a live wire.
 
   “No.” Idiot. “I’m saying you were there. Why?”
 
   “Am I not allowed to move about on the yacht that I’m paying for?”
 
   He was still avoiding the question. And was now the best time to push? He didn’t kill Sasha. I threw my hands up. “Fine. This is your life—”
 
   “You’re right. This is my life. My business. Not yours. You have no idea what you are involved in and yet you keep racing ahead into trouble. With no idea how much trouble.” 
 
   His thunderous look shut me out; asking for help was not easy for him. One thing we both had in common.
 
    So why did it hurt? I was a professional, here to help. But from the first look at his image on a screen in Ling Mai’s office a little over a week ago I’d not been impartial about this man.
 
   My problem. Not his. 
 
   “Alex.” His tone had softened, no longer ready to zap me to a nether world.
 
   I was getting sappy if his saying my name made me quiver. 
 
   He continued. “What’s happening with Franco has nothing to do with you.”
 
   His tone asked for exactly what I was asking for from him—trust. He was hiding something from me and telling me to look the other way.
 
   But it wasn’t my job to trust nor really in my nature. 
 
   So we were at an impasse; neither willing to really trust the other, yet both compelled to try anyway. What a mess. But I wasn’t here to clean up this particular mess; I was here with a specific job to do. Find out who was behind the thefts and now a murder. And my own agenda, find Van.
 
   I anchored my voice to a calmness absent from my emotions. “What’s the status of the rest of your tour?” I asked, my back ramrod straight, my hands curled at my side.
 
   “Alex, I—”
 
   I waved him off with a look and one hand. 
 
   He didn’t get it both ways. Either we were partners in a lopsided way, or we weren’t, and I wasn’t going to let the entreaty of his tone, or his look, intense and focused, to sway me.
 
   “Is the rest of the tour on or not?”
 
   He nodded once, his mouth a flat line. “It’s on.” 
 
   This was not a man who liked being thwarted.
 
   Poor warlock, neither did I.
 
   “Will there be any business conducted here on the yacht before we leave?” I asked.
 
   “No.”
 
   “Good.” One less issue to deal with. I could still move among the models and staff, even with sharp and wary gazes darting my direction, but I didn’t have to start the charade of moving in Bran’s world. “When will we leave for our next destination?” I asked.
 
   “I already have my lawyers working to allow us to depart.”
 
   “And with Franco’s detention, have they indicated a time frame?”
 
   “Tomorrow unless there are more complications.”
 
   This whole mission was a complication, but then he could afford the kinds of lawyers who’d let the tour move along.
 
   We spoke as two strangers: short, clipped, impartial. Except there was more. Hurt. On both our parts. Uncalled for, unexpected, and definitely unwanted. 
 
   “When is the next social gathering scheduled?” I reminded myself the sooner I found a thief and killer, the sooner I’d be out of Bran’s life, and vice a versa.
 
   “The evening on the second day we arrive at Kurra Huras. We’ll be ferried to the island the first evening.”
 
   “Then I’ll be present.” As his date, though I couldn’t get those words out.
 
   I was casting my lot, willing to enter his world to catch a killer. I’d better catch the bastard, because I was so not looking forward to rubbing shoulders with the rich and bored for long.
 
   “Alex—” He stepped forward, raising a hand as if to touch me.
 
   I wasn’t going to let him get to me that way. His touch would unfocus me from my job. I accepted that fact on a woman’s level, rejected it as a professional. 
 
   I stepped back, keeping my gaze even. “In the meantime I’ll pursue my inquiries.” 
 
   Ones you’ll not be privy to, and that will definitely include your cousin. 
 
   “You’ll be my date on Kurra Huras?” he asked, as if expecting more argument.
 
   “Yes.” There weren’t a lot of options to take the course of least resistance on this one. As long as it didn’t come back to bite me on the butt. “I’ll play hairdresser by day, escort by night. I’m sure you’ll be able to explain my presence so it doesn’t raise concerns.”
 
   I’d love to see just how he did that with his cousin, not that the thought wasn’t petty and small. 
 
   “I’ll take care of it.” 
 
   Tension lay heavy and immobile in the room. It took everything I possessed not to flinch as I held his gaze, his eyes smoldering blue embers, his face chiseled stone. He was not pleased, but then I wasn’t either.
 
   Checkmate.
 
   I was much more an arm-wrestling kind of gal; and maybe that was the problem. I wasn’t part of his world—an aberration, forced on him. Not friend. Possible enemy, in spite of the sparks between us. Sparks that only complicated the already very troubled tour. 
 
   He left without another word. 
 
   Only then did I start breathing again.
 
  
 
   
 
   
   CHAPTER 35
 
    
 
   “So how’s life in paradise?” Kelly asked, sounding like she stood in the next room instead of separated by the Indian Ocean, the closest she could be inserted to the Maldives without arousing suspicions.
 
   “Damn, it’s good to hear your voice instead of you-know who,” I said.
 
   “Mandy means well,” Kelly soothed. 
 
   “Said the rattler before she strikes.”
 
   Kelly snorted on the other end of the line then sobered quickly. “I’m so sorry we couldn’t find more about Van.”
 
   That was the bad news. The team had hit a stone wall, which is why it was more important than ever for me to find out who this Vaverek guy was and see if he led me to Van. The shifter on the yacht was associated with Vaverek. The shifter was also standing guard outside Dominique’s door. So in my book Dominique, or someone on this tour, was associated with Vaverek, who was tied in with Van’s disappearance. It was a thin thread but the only one I had left.
 
   “You tried your best,” I offered, knowing it wasn’t enough. Every hour Van was held hostage was an hour more of pain or an hour closer to death. Either option unacceptable, so cooling my heels in a tropical paradise sucked.
 
   I groaned aloud. Was there anywhere else on earth as idyllic as the coral island I stood on? The brilliant blue of the Indian Ocean lapped at platinum sand beaches, a humid breeze whispered the thatched roofs of the private bungalows, the soft spray of an outdoor shower rained in the background. 
 
   I leaned on the rail of a private sun deck of one of the water villas built over the smooth glass of the ocean, the air scented with jasmine and sea salt. Bran had given me one of the exclusive accommodations, when other staff members were put up in the nice, but not as idyllic, beach bungalows. Way to paint a target on my back. The message the staff received loud and clear was if you got suspected of killing someone you earned a promotion. 
 
   Wait till they found out exactly what that promotion entailed. The big test came tonight and already my stomach was a wreck.
 
   “You there, Alex?” Kelly’s voice jerked me back to the present with a thunk.
 
   I replied, tongue in cheek. “I was thinking there was a serpent in paradise.”
 
   Still was. And maybe more than one.
 
   “Any leads?” Kelly’s tone turned serious.
 
   “Nada. Franco is very subdued, which should be a good thing.”
 
   “But?”
 
   “It’s so un-Franco like it’s making everyone jumpy. He didn’t snap once today.” I watched a seagull float high overhead, white against the turquoise sky. “You hear anything from the Monte Carlo police on his status?”
 
   “Still a person of interest.”
 
   “Which means they’re not buying him as chief suspect. Good for them. Any intel back on the murder weapon?”
 
   “No prints. Only Sasha’s blood on the blade. One of the knives from the galley on the yacht.”
 
   “Which means a big fat zero. Anyone could have had access to it and wiped it clean.” Heck, I’d grabbed two of them myself.
 
   “Yup.”
 
   “Give me some good news.” I heard the frustration in my own voice. But between Franco being downright morose, Bran with a stick up his butt, and me having to keep an eye on Dominique plus the rest of the staff, I was juggling a lot of balls. Any one of which might crash down on me at any time.
 
   “Did you find any information on the green-rimmed eyed, cinnamon smelling creature?”
 
   “A little but not a lot.”
 
   “Right now I’ll take anything.”
 
   There was a pause before Kelly spoke again, sounding as if she were reading off a document. “Looks like we’re dealing with a Grimple.”
 
   “Say that again?”
 
   Kelly spelled it out for me then said, “Like wimple—”
 
   “Or pimple?” I asked, finding a smile for the first time in days.
 
   I heard Kelly choke back a laugh. “Yeah, that could work, too.”
 
   “So tell me more?” I prodded.
 
   “I went to the source.”
 
   “Fraulein Fassbinder?”
 
   “Yup, but she didn’t have all that much either. It appears that the cinnamon and sandalwood scent is the strongest indicator of a Grimple. The rimming of the eyes could be intense blue, green, or even red, depending on the emotions felt by the creature.”
 
   “And the skin slippage?”
 
   “Fraulein Fassbinder seemed to think that might be morphing more than slippage.”
 
   “Morphing into what?”
 
   “That’s the problem,” Kelly sounded apologetic. “Since Grimples are very rare, and have legendary control over their emotions, there are not many descriptions available as to what they look like in their non-human form.”
 
   I bet it was snake-like, but held that thought to see what else Kel knew. I didn’t have tons of time before Franco was supposed to show up to “prep” me for tonight.
 
   “Anything else I need to know?” I asked.
 
   “Though rare, the Grimple are considered extremely dangerous. One of the reasons why there’s not many first-person accounts of what they look like. Fraulein Fassbinder is very envious that you might be dealing with one in person. She asks that you keep detailed notes on your observations and if the individual morphs into her full Grimple state, try and get some photos. That is . . .”
 
   My stomach dropped. “Meaning that when a Grimple changes they are not a lot of survivors.”
 
   “You got it.”
 
   This mission was getting suckier and suckier by the moment. “Did Fraulein Fassbinder have any ideas how to minimize or neutralize a Grimple?” 
 
   I assumed I’d need to know how to neutralize more than minimize, but good to know as much as I could.
 
   “Fassbinder indicated that fire and water wouldn’t work.”
 
   “I was thinking more along bullets or knives.” That was the problem dealing with creatures most people thought of from myths and fairytales, the dark kind and not the happily-ever-after ones. There wasn’t a lot of mention about using contemporary weapons to stop them. Plenty of mention of scimitars, mortuary swords, and pikes, but they were not easy to slip into a purse or hide in a shoulder holster.
 
   “I’ll continue to dig,” Kelly said. “But Fraulein Fassbinder says since these creatures are so rare, you may become our leading authority on the subject.”
 
   Lucky me. 
 
   “According to the Fraulein, a Grimple is an aberration of a Sith, mixing a preternatural genetic background with a demonic one.”
 
   “That explains a lot.” I had no doubt about Dominique as a demon. 
 
   “Tell me, does Bran ever smell like ocean air? When not around the ocean?” Kelly asked.
 
   “Now that you mentioned it, he does. Not salty or briny, just—”
 
   “That scent of primordial fresh air.”
 
   “Yeah, how’d you know?”
 
   “The Fraulein mentioned that warlocks have an affinity with the oceans of the world.”
 
   “So is she saying Bran is dangerous or not?” I asked, not wanting the answer.
 
   “All warlocks are dangerous.”
 
   Like I didn’t already know that. At least I’d sensed it; I hadn’t actually seen Bran zap anyone or whip out a powerful spell. Yet. 
 
   “I do have good news,” Kelly added, as if she knew I stood in the middle of a mind whirlpool. 
 
   Thank heavens, leave it to the perpetually sunny kindergarten teacher to find some silver lining.
 
   “Jaylene did one of her tarot readings and pulled a special card for you.”
 
   “Knowing Jaylene, what doom and gloom am I going to have to deal with now?”
 
   “I think it may mean good news. She pulled the magician card.”
 
   “Speak in English.” I swallowed, only too aware the magician card was also called the mage card. Mage meaning warlock. I tightened my hand on the railing. “And?” 
 
   Kelly slipped into her teacher lecturing mode. “Jaylene said the magician means someone skillful and self-confident. A powerful magus with a strong sense of his own infinite power.”
 
   Now why did that sound exactly like Bran?
 
   Kelly continued, “The magician calls on all powers; all the possibilities are laid out, all the directions a fool can take. He calls forth the sword of intellect and communication, the fiery wand of passions and ambition, the overflowing chalice of love and emotions, the solid pentacle of work, possessions, and body.”
 
   Did Kelly have any idea how her words were making things worse, not better?
 
   “Cut to the chase, Kel, I’ve got to leave in a sec.” 
 
   “Jaylene says beware the magician and you should be safe.”
 
   I didn’t have the heart to tell Kelly that avoiding a particular mage was impossible. 
 
   “Okay, will try my hardest,” I lied, adding, “Ling Mai know you’re spreading Jaylene’s predictions?”
 
   “Only the decent ones.”
 
   “Good. Here I was afraid of a daily tarot reading.” I glanced over my shoulder, aware of the sun creeping toward the horizon. Tonight would be my first night outed as Bran’s date; as if anyone was going to believe that. But that wasn’t my problem, mixing and mingling was. 
 
   As if reading my thoughts, Kelly asked, “You up for tonight’s op?”
 
   Good phrasing. For Vaughn this would be a piece of cake; for me, anything but with small talk and pleasantries with a bunch of strangers I was trying to pump for intel. Stepping into Bran’s world was worse than stepping into a pit of vipers, but for the sake of the mission, I’d do this, acid eating my stomach every minute.
 
   “Ling Mai’s going to owe me for this one.” I meant every word of it.
 
   “You have clothes to wear?”
 
   “Bran sent a message that an outfit was on its way.” Coward didn’t tell me in person. 
 
   Not that he should; he was a busy man. 
 
   Great, now I was making excuses for him.
 
   I shook my head, clearing thoughts. “Have you heard anything more on Sasha’s death?” I asked, back on track.
 
   “No. They should have a blood analysis in a few more days.”
 
   Days? Just what I wanted, more tiptoeing while waiting for a killer to strike again. I didn’t think Sasha’s death was an isolated event. The model either knew something, or someone wanted the girl out of the way. But why? And was I next on the to-die list?
 
   “That’s it? Tell me Sasha had some big dark secret in her background that could explain her death and that it had nothing to do with the thefts.”
 
   Kelly’s silence sent my stomach plummeting. 
 
   “What is it?” I demanded, keeping my voice low. “What have you found out about her?”
 
   “We haven’t confirmed anything yet.”
 
   “What haven’t you confirmed?”
 
   Kelly cleared her throat. “There’s a possibility Sasha was a member of a new investigative branch of Interpol.”
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
   CHAPTER 36
 
    
 
   “Interpol?” I waited for my heart rate to slow as I pressed against the verandah rail. “But I thought I was sent in because Interpol found nothing.”
 
   “You were and they didn’t,” Kelly replied.
 
   “So why is an Interpol agent here, or was here?”
 
   “I said possible Interpol. She was undercover and breaking their cover, even when dead, is not easy. Besides, Interpol normally doesn’t handle undercover assignments. It’s not in their mandate.”
 
   Undercover but not invisible. Collette spotted Sasha as an impostor the first day. I should have listened to the warning. So who else had also made her? Was that why Sasha was killed? 
 
   “What do you mean by a new investigative branch?” I asked, my mind whirling with the implications, but at least it kept me from focusing on Bran, and what he did or didn’t know about Sasha. “Like us? Going after you know who?”
 
   “Can’t get enough specifics to know for sure.”
 
   A sigh escaped me. “But if Sasha was Interpol, I’d think they’d be all over this tour.”
 
   “On some levels it doesn’t make sense, but on others it raises some serious issues.”
 
   “Such as?” I braced myself.
 
   “They don’t trust us to get the job done.”
 
   Well, duh! I could live with that. It wouldn’t be the first time another government agency doubted the viability of a team of agents without years of law enforcement background. Vaughn’s own father, the director of the CIA, had been a major stumbling block not that long ago and the IR agency was so new on the block we were unheard of by a lot of the big name organizations. 
 
   Kelly continued, “Another option is Interpol is involved with the tour, but not obvious.”
 
   “Another agent inserted?”
 
   “It’s a possibility. Then there’s the chance they know something more about the thefts, something that bumped this to a higher priority status and they were compelled to take action.”
 
   “And they’re not sharing that intel with Ling Mai?” 
 
   “Exactly, which means they’re using her, or more specifically you, on one level, while keeping us in the dark. Believe me, Ling Mai’s looking into that aspect as we speak.”
 
   Good. Maybe something would start to go right. So far the mission had been a bust and I was no closer to who, or what was behind the original thefts.
 
   “Have you made any progress on searching individual rooms?” Kelly asked.
 
   “Not so far. With everyone on high alert, I haven’t had an opportunity. But I’m planning on going in tonight.”
 
   “After your date?”
 
   Date, my foot. “Yeah. I’m planning on leaving the function early so I’ll get to a few rooms before people return.” 
 
   “I don’t like this,” Kelly admitted. “You watch your back.”
 
   “Believe me, I will.” But against whom? Dominique? That was a given. Bran—I couldn’t ignore the fact he might be involved on some level, even if only to protect someone else, like his cousin or a staff member he treated like the family he never had. I knew he was hiding something, just not what. Who else? Collette with her background? Or could Collette be an Interpol agent?
 
   “Kel, did you or Mandy find anything else from the fingerprints I gathered?” Had it only been days ago? “Mandy started to tell me about one of the models, Collette, but didn’t go into a lot of details. All I know is she had a criminal record.”
 
   So did I, which is why I hadn’t followed up on the information until now. My bad.
 
   I listened to the ping-ping-ping of keys being pecked before Kelly came back on the line. “That’s right. Criminal record. Plea bargained away years ago when she was going under the name Connie Backus.”
 
   “What type of charge?”
 
   “Fencing stolen goods.”
 
   Crud. Collette just zipped to the very suspicious list.
 
   “Anything else?” I didn’t really want to hear more.
 
   “Yeah, we’re having trouble with your Franco’s fingerprints.”
 
   So not my Franco. “What kind of trouble?”
 
   “Ling Mai’s pushing for a deeper check on him; something popped up that grabbed her attention. And then there’s one other staff member that’s requiring a deeper background check. Beyond what Interpol shared.”
 
   That didn’t sound good. Not that I expected Interpol to hand us everything, but enough to get their dirty work done.
 
   “Who—”
 
   “Suzette.” 
 
   A knock on the door had me looking up. 
 
   “The assistant?” I asked, lowering my voice as I eyed the door.
 
   “Yeah. Nothing major but some inconsistencies with her background.”
 
   Great. The list of possible suspects was growing not declining. 
 
   “Gotta go, Kel, someone’s here.”
 
   “You play it safe.”
 
   “Always do.” Well, not always. Okay, maybe not most of the time, but that wasn’t the point.
 
   “Check in tomorrow. Same time.”
 
   “If possible.” The knock came again. “Bye.”
 
   I knotted my bathrobe tighter before crossing to spy through the peephole.
 
   Franco. With a plastic covered dress bag and a small Asian woman at his side.
 
   I opened the door tentatively, hoping I could snatch the dress and close the door in one quick move.
 
   No such luck.
 
   Franco barreled through like a Japanese bullet train, tugging the small woman in his draft. “At last. We do not have all night. Teena, there.”
 
   The woman beetled in with what looked like a bulky card table in her hands. She crossed to the center of the room and proceeded to flip locks and twist knobs.
 
   “What’s going on?” I eyed the growing contraption that emerged like a praying mantis from a cocoon.
 
   “We have less than an hour.” Franco sounded his normal domineering, snippy self. “Quick. Undress.”
 
   That had me rearing back. “Not in your wildest dreams.”
 
   “Tsk, tsk.” He shook his head, and spread the plastic parcel he’d held across my bed. “Don’t be difficult or a prude. We are here to get you ready.”
 
   “For what?”
 
   “Tonight of course, silly woman.”
 
   The man was so cruising for a bruising.
 
   “All I need for tonight is a dress.” I flattened one hand on Franco’s chest and pushed. “Thanks for bringing it. Goodbye.”
 
   “Not so fast.” Franco braked against my shove and puffed up like a cocky rooster. “You have two choices. The ayurvedic oil rub or a Javanese Lulur wrap with sandalwood, ginger, and tropical flowers.”
 
   “Since I have no idea what you’re talking about I choose neither.”
 
   He sidestepped my hand, tsked, tsked again and spoke to the Asian woman. “Teena, we’ll go with the oil rub and a neck and upper body massage.”
 
   I glanced at the woman, now smiling and standing near a table covered in white cotton towels. “I’m not—”
 
   “Oh, yes, you are.” Franco stepped forward. “Think of me as your doctor.”
 
   I backed up in disbelief. “Not in a zillion years.”
 
   “Fine, then as your mentor,” he said.
 
   My get-real glance bounced off him. “I don’t need a mentor.”
 
   “You do if you are going to blend into Bran’s world.”
 
   “He said that to you—”
 
   “Of course not.” Franco sighed. “He indicated he was escorting you this evening. The man assumes you can handle the shark pool he swims in daily, but I know better.”
 
   “Know what?”
 
   “That you have vulnerabilities.” He gave me a steady look I didn’t care for at all. That and the ‘v’ word.
 
   Good grief, I was on a mission, not getting ready for my wedding day. 
 
   “Forget it, Frank. I only need a dress, nothing else. I can hold my own.”
 
   “I’m your ally here.” His voice sounded calmer than I’d ever heard it before. “I don’t know why Bran is escorting you, though I have my suspicions with that look in his eyes; but that is not my business. I will not let you leave this room until you look your best. After all, my reputation is at stake here, too. Besides, I owe you.”
 
   “For what?”
 
   “For believing in me when it would have been far easier to keep silent.”
 
   I brushed his answer aside. “You’re innocent.”
 
   “That’s not my point. A different woman would have held her tongue, not become involved, but you didn’t. I will not forget that.” He pointed to Teena. “Now we must get moving.”
 
   “Tell me why I have to do the lulu-what-ever-it’s-called thing?”
 
   “Because you will have no friends tonight once you leave this room. The ayurvedic rub will be your shield, protect you against your enemies, or those who wish you harm.” 
 
   I assumed he included Bran in his comment of no friends. 
 
   Franco continued, “You must be on the attack, your defenses in place, all your weapons ready.”
 
   “You make it sound like I’m going into battle. I thought it was a social gathering.”
 
   “See.” He flared his hands. “This is why you need me. You will be the object of speculation, envy, and yes, even hatred, especially after I’m done prepping you. Women do not play fair. They are more cunning, vicious, and dangerous than any male adversary.”
 
   And here I thought having been raised with only brothers had given me such a warped view at times. 
 
   “You know women well.” I shrugged, aware I’d always found it far easier to deal with men than women. At least most men, one arrogant, complicated, tempting dress-designer warlock being the exception.
 
   “Yes. It’s my job to know and understand women, and I am good at it.” 
 
   No ego there. 
 
   He clapped his hands. “Now chop, chop. I shall turn my back.”
 
   “How grand of you.”
 
   “Yes. I make this one exception as we are short on time. Some miracles take longer than others to create.” 
 
   As he spun about, crossed his arms, and tapped one foot like a bandmaster, I released a trapped breath. He wasn’t going to leave or concede. And on one small point he was right. I had little time. Better to bite my tongue and get through the next thirty minutes, then I could dress and would be on my own. But I wasn’t going to take my eye off of Franco for one minute. Not until Kelly confirmed his fingerprints.
 
   Twenty minutes later I heard my own languid sigh, and had to force my eyelids to stay open. Teena was a miracle worker, loosening muscles I didn’t even know were clenched rigid, rubbing oil into my skin in slow, methodical movements. If the mission didn’t dictate that I get up, get dressed, and attend the function with Bran, I could have spent all evening just being pampered. 
 
   “See, I told you it would be worthwhile.” Franco’s voice sounded positively smug, but right then even that didn’t bother me. Another miracle.
 
   So he was right about this part—didn’t mean I had to buy his gloom-and-doom analysis of what awaited me at the gathering.
 
   By the time Teena wiped away any excess oil, folded her cot, and disappeared and I had shimmied into a dress the color of Bran’s eyes, a deep, deep midnight blue, I was ready to face the evening.
 
   Until I glanced in the full-length mirror.
 
   “You are magnifique.” Franco came up behind me, looking peacock proud.
 
   “It’s not me.” The words escaped before I could call them back. The dress, spread on the bed had looked simple and uncomplicated, but the shape was deceptive. On me it molded like a lover’s embrace, hugging curves I didn’t know I possessed, draping in a shower of silk, darkening my skin tones and bringing out the inky blackness of my hair.
 
   “You must wear your hair down and loose,” Franco said, eyeing me with an appraising look.
 
   “I’m the hairdresser here,” I snapped back. But was I? I didn’t look anything like the person who curled and moussed all day. The woman before me was exotic and sensual. The neckline exposed cleavage and the cut of the dress, voluptuous curves. The thigh-high slit along my right side made my legs look miles long. My skin gleamed golden from the oil and the pampering. And Franco was right, down, my hair added to the wanton sexuality.
 
   My brothers would never believe I was their little sister. My dad would have me under lock and key. And Bran? Not that his opinion mattered; but, damn him, it did.
 
   “You like?” Franco asked.
 
   “It will do.” Even my voice sounded husky and dark. 
 
   “I knew that dress was right. It is as if Bran designed it with you in mind.” Franco fluttered around me, smoothing here, fluffing my hair. “It will bring out the animal in him.”
 
   Yeah, right. So why did the words have my stomach muscles clenching even tighter.
 
   A knock on the door interrupted my totally unprofessional thoughts. Thank heavens. 
 
   Franco preened while I shooed away second thoughts. “Think mission. Think mission,” I whispered, running my hands down the silk beads along the waist. 
 
   “So how does she look?” Franco crowed in the doorway.
 
   I turned, slowly, my attention only on Bran, a dark silhouette behind the smaller man.
 
   I so could believe he was more fallen angel than warlock right then, with a share of a demon’s pull.
 
   Time stilled. The lap of the water beneath the bungalow measuring the beat of my pulse. The humid tropical air wrapping around me, did nothing to erase the goosebumps along my arms. Bran’s gaze lasered in on mine. Potent and intimate. Burning and consuming. The mission was forgotten. Franco was forgotten. Only the two of us existed. Nothing more.
 
   Until Franco cleared his throat. “Well, did I not say the blue would be best for her?”
 
   “Yes.” Bran’s voice sounded as strangled as my pulse.
 
   Franco’s gaze ricocheted between the two of us. A smug smile skittered across his lips before he cleared his throat again. “Well, then, I’d—”
 
   “Goodbye, Franco.” Bran still did not move, did not even look at Franco.
 
   “But, I’m not finished. There’s still—”
 
   “Goodbye, Franco.”
 
   I smiled—not at Franco’s indecision, nor the situation. But at Bran. Mine was a woman’s smile when the heat of a man’s look seared me.
 
   “Then I shall be off,” Franco’s words trailed away as neither Bran nor I moved.
 
   Time eased past, slow and tense.
 
   Bran broke the impasse. “Either we go now or we don’t leave this room for two days.”
 
  
 
   
 
   
   CHAPTER 37
 
    
 
    
 
   Bran’s words were plain enough, and oh so tempting. Impossible but tempting. I exhaled a slow, shallow breath of air, calming jittery nerves. 
 
   He was a warlock; I was a witch. He was part of my mission; I was an operative. 
 
   Yup, a definite no go.
 
   Dredging up the snippets of common sense and professionalism I still possessed, I shook my head, fighting through the lassitude in my limbs even as my thoughts called me a fool.
 
   I grabbed a beaded purse matching the dress and straightened my shoulders. “Let’s go then.”
 
   Bran said nothing, which was just as well. One word, one murmur, and I’d forget all my best intentions, the mission, and the million other reasons why an Idaho farm girl did not get involved with a man like him.
 
   He walked slightly behind me on the crushed rock path, beneath an inverted bowl of stars. The breeze whispered palm fronds as we approached the twinkling lights outlining the outdoor infinity pool, crowded now with mingling guests and heated by the hot licks of a salsa band.
 
   I paused. Once I stepped into the circle of light there’d be no going back.
 
   Bran drew even with me, slipping his arm through mine. The skin of his hands warmed my bare arms. His voice was no longer raw but still intimate. “I did not know you feared anything.”
 
   “I’m not afraid.” Just crowds of strangers in fancy clothes who’ve been groomed with impeccable manners since the cradle. No pig farmers in this group.
 
   “Yet you tremble.”
 
   So maybe one of his gifts was to read emotions, too.
 
   His words from a French rooftop came back to haunt me. I’d trembled then too when he touched me and he’d called me frightened. Tonight I couldn’t afford to be afraid, no matter how far out of my element I was.
 
   “It’s this dress of yours.” I fought to keep my tone light and casual. Pretend you’re Vaughn. She could do this with her eyes closed. “It exposes far too much skin.”
 
   His predator’s grin in the darkness alerted me to my slip. A demon angel grin.
 
   “I know.” He brushed his lips close to my ear, scrambling my brain cells. “We can still return to the bungalow.”
 
   Too easy an escape on too many levels.
 
   “Not an option.” I wished for more force behind my words.
 
   “So be it.” He leaned forward and skimmed a kiss across my bare shoulder; an intimate brand marking me all the way to my soul. “But remember, I did offer.”
 
   As if I’d ever forget. And the kiss. That was not fair, not fair at all.
 
   Mission, think mission. Hard to do when it was a challenge to think at all.
 
   Fortunately I didn’t have to move forward on my own volition, the arrival of Dominique did it for me. 
 
   The elegant woman dressed in a pale apricot chiffon design of Bran’s that made her look as if she floated on air, crossed from beside the pool and stepped into the shadows, no doubt recognizing Bran even in the darkness.
 
   “There you are,” she said in her best hostess voice, snubbing me as if I didn’t exist. “I thought you were ignoring us this evening. And so many guests wanting to speak with you.”
 
   I bet. This venue was jam-packed; nothing like a murder to bring out the ghouls.
 
   Guests occupied over one hundred private bungalows and villas reserved for the show and more had been taken; that made a lot of people wanting a piece of him. 
 
   Dominique stepped closer, then froze when she recognized me.
 
   “What are you doing here?” The hostess voice had disappeared.
 
   “She’s with me.” Bran’s tone gave me courage. Not that I needed it. Well, maybe just a little. Okay, a lot.
 
   “She’s what?” Dominique’s gaze snapped to Bran’s. “You can’t—”
 
   “I can and am.” He stepped around his cousin. “Don’t make a fuss, Dom. It’s unbecoming.”
 
   Take that serpent woman. You grumpy Grimple.
 
   I stepped forward on my own, holding my head high and ignoring Dominique totally. Payback would come no doubt, but later. For now I had other battles to fight.
 
   Most of the people around the pool were women. Maldivian waiters wove in and out of their tight groupings, offering fluted champagne glasses, sparkling golden in the subdued light.
 
   My ring heated. I was surprised it wasn’t searing my skin from the inside out. Who’d have thought so many of the rich and spoiled were also non-human, or enough non-human to register on Ling Mai’s device. On the other hand, combine ruthlessness with longer than average human life spans and it made sense.
 
   You will have no friends tonight.
 
   Franco’s words echoed in my awareness as I watched the guests’ expressions shift, distorted by the shimmer of the twinkling lights discreetly nestled in bushes and trees and the flicker of a dozen torches.
 
   Collette caught my eye and gave me a wicked wink and thumbs up. Other models were more veiled, less obvious in their responses, as if not sure who I was, or what I was doing here. The guests were not as discreet. Some women frowned, especially as Bran shifted his arm from my arm to my waist. A move that startled me. The heat of his hand along the bare skin of my back molten, screaming possession.
 
   “Mister Bran,” a woman purred, licking her lips as she approached. “Is this one of yours?”
 
   The woman’s gaze skipped over me as if I were a piece of meat.
 
   “The gown is mine.” Bran pressed his hand more firmly along my back. “But Alex is an original.”
 
   “Oh.” The woman looked confused, then shot me a pointed glance, addressing me when she spoke again. “But didn’t I see your picture in the news?”
 
   “Yes.” I smiled, offering no other answer. I hadn’t been identified as a suspect, just one who found a body. I caught Bran stifling a small smile while the woman glanced between the two of us.
 
   “But, I—” The woman paused, then took a deep drink from a near-empty glass she clutched in her ringed fingers. “Obviously, when Dominique told us—”
 
   “Told you what?” Bran asked.
 
   I admired the fact the woman didn’t melt away beneath his tone. 
 
   “Nothing, I must have misunderstood.”
 
   Wise woman. 
 
   When she disappeared, I leaned toward Bran. “I can’t do my job if you scare everyone away.”
 
   “That is not my problem.”
 
   What was it about perfectly reasonable, mature men that made them sulky boys at times?
 
   I stepped away from him, glancing over my shoulder. He’d done his part, bringing me to the party, now it was up to me to maximize the opportunity. “I’ll see you around.” 
 
   His scowl was all for me this time, making him even more dark and intimidating. Less man and more warlock. But the night was easier to handle when I didn’t have him pulsing emotions through me.
 
   No friends, only enemies. 
 
   How very astute Franco was. But I hadn’t come to make friends or find allies, nor to linger in the spell of Bran’s presence. I’d come to listen and learn and it was time to start.
 
   An hour later I had a whole new respect for Vaughn and Vaughn’s world. Meeting and mingling sounded far easier than it was, especially around women who saw me as either the competition or the usurper; both roles placed me beyond the pale.
 
   Once, when I’d moved from grade school to middle school, I’d experienced the same sensation: the pointed looks, the not-so-subtle jabs, the conversations cut short as I approached. I was not only the sister of four really hot but very choosy brothers, I was also the daughter of a man who raised pigs. So on the one hand girls wanted to use me to get closer to my brothers and on the other hand they wanted to despise me for my dad’s livelihood. 
 
   Van offered to knock a few heads together for me. I adored him for offering, but turned him down flat, deciding to use my own strategy. Franco was right about this, too. Women didn’t fight fair, so to win with them, one had to play their games—only better.
 
   “You came with Bran?” a woman who looked like a stick insect asked. Her tone implied the concept was inconceivable. 
 
   “Yes.” Then before the woman could turn the knife of her comment, I said. “And he mentioned you.”
 
   “Me?” Her brows slanted in a dramatic V.
 
   “Yes. He indicated how well you wore your clothes.”
 
   “He did?” Gone was the sharp edge of the woman’s tone, replaced by intrigue. “Did he say anything else?”
 
   “He mentioned your coloring.”
 
   “Oh, my.” The woman nervously patted lacquer-red helmet hair. “Was that a problem?”
 
   “Not at all.” I stepped closer. “In fact he was impressed with how dramatic your coloring is, and how well the green sheath you are wearing looks on you.”
 
   The woman beamed, and I had a new friend for life. The fact this woman was non-human, according to my ring, probably a vampire, didn’t matter. She no longer viewed me as prey, of any kind, but as a useful tool, and one rarely attacked their tools.
 
   Within twenty minutes I’d learned more than I ever thought possible about the lives, lovers, spouses, and businesses of a dozen women. One was an Italian parliament member; a shifter, another married to an oil tycoon. She was human. Two were daughters of a Saudi Arabian royal family and were some species I couldn’t identify but certainly not human, and a French film star who appeared to have slept with most of the Council of the European Union. She was clearly a succubus. 
 
   I was closer to understanding how easy it was to find potential marks to steal from, and growing more and more surprised by the minute that there hadn’t been more thefts or attempts at blackmail. 
 
   I shamelessly used Bran’s name, reassuring myself that it was only right as he’d win too in increased sales from his adoring fans.
 
   Every once in a while I’d catch him staring at me as I made sure I remained as far from his immediate orbit as possible. His scowl remained firmly in place, deepening only if I gave him a small hand wave or smile.
 
   After one such smile on my part Dominique slithered up beside me, her scent of cinnamon and sandalwood strong.
 
   “I think you’d better leave now,” she said, her voice pitched for my ears only, her smile looking charming to anyone at a distance. 
 
   “But I’m enjoying myself and the night is young.” I realized it was too dark to clearly see Dominique’s eyes turning green-rimmed, but I had no doubt they were. The woman oozed anger.
 
   “Too bad. All little girls belong safe in their beds before. . .” Dominique let the words slip way.
 
   “Before?” I didn’t do veiled threats well. Maybe, as long as I remained within the circle of others, now was a good time to punch the buttons and see how far a Grimple, if that’s what Dominique was, would go. “Are you warning me?”
 
   “Stay away from Bran.”
 
   “He’s a grown man. I’m sure he’s capable of making his own decisions.”
 
   “Don’t play with me, hairdresser. I could squash you in a heartbeat.”
 
   Do or die moment. “Is that what you did to Sasha?”
 
   Dominique’s features tightened before she looked away and took a deep breath. Her skin shifted but only a smidge before she wrestled her emotions under control.
 
   “You’re a fool. You may be of interest to Bran tonight, but you won’t be the first pretty face or the last. You mean nothing to him. Do not confuse lust with anything else.”
 
   Good advice—too bad I had already come to the same conclusion.
 
   But Dominique wasn’t finished. “I know him much, much better than you ever will.”
 
   No denying that either.
 
   “He likes his toys. Lots of toys. But toys can be broken when they are tossed away.” Dominique gave me a full, false smile before sipping her champagne. “Sasha was a pretty play thing once, too.”
 
   Dominique walked away smiling as I grappled with the parting shot.
 
   I’d brushed the Bran and Sasha link under the rug. He hadn’t clarified what their relationship had been, but that didn’t mean I could ignore what I’d seen with my own eyes. My job wasn’t to protect him, it was to find a thief and killer. Bran and Sasha? Was that why he’d gone to the spa area that night? A tryst?
 
   The implications slammed like a full body tackle. If Sasha was Interpol, could she have been investigating Bran directly and not his staff? Is that what had bumped up Interpol’s interest in the thefts? Bran’s involvement? Why was it I kept circling back to the idea he was involved? 
 
   “Did she snub you?” Bran’s voice washed against me. 
 
   I whirled, surprised to be looking straight into those deep blue eyes of his. How had he sneaked up on me? 
 
   “Alex?” he repeated, his voice taking on that warm intimacy that undid me. “Alex, are you all right?”
 
   “Of course I am. Why shouldn’t I be?” I held the hand with my glass especially still so it wouldn’t shake.
 
   “You looked suddenly pale. I wanted to make sure you were feeling all right.”
 
   “I’m fine.” Shattered. Disillusioned. Out of my depth. So very disappointed and totally blindsided. “I’m perfectly fine.”
 
   So my voice sounded a little sharp and my posture stood a little too brittle. So what? 
 
   The tightening of his eyes told me he wasn’t buying my reassurances. He stepped forward, placing one hand on my shoulder.
 
   I shrugged his hand off, my smile frozen as I stepped back. Time to regroup. Besides, I had a mini-mission to complete tonight—searching rooms. “Look, maybe I’m a little tired. I’d better be going.”
 
   “I’ll walk you back.”
 
   “No.” He looked like he wanted to say something but I cut him off before he could. “I mean, I’ll be all right. You have guests to see to here.”
 
   He nodded, the movement jerky for him, his gaze still watching mine intently. “I’ll check on you later then.”
 
   “No.” How many times did I have to say it to him? Given his looks, his position, his power, he probably didn’t hear the word “no” often and thus didn’t recognize it. Is that what happened to Sasha? She thwarted him and he retaliated and it got out of hand?
 
   “Alex?”
 
   “I plan to go straight to bed when I get to the villa. And sleep.” Liar. Liar. “So there’s no point in stopping by later. I won’t be awake.”
 
   “So be it.” His words said he would give me space, his expression indicated he wasn’t happy with my reasons and didn’t believe them for a moment. But that wasn’t my problem. My problem was in walking away as if there were nothing more pressing than a headache or fatigue bothering me.
 
   “You’re sure you’re all right?”
 
   “I will be.” As soon as I got away from him and focused on doing my job.
 
   “I’ll see you tomorrow.”
 
   “No doubt.” Unless I contacted Kelly and my teammate was able to dig up any history between Bran and Sasha. Any whiff of involvement. My stomach knotted. If anything turned up, then he jumped to the top of the suspect list—again. “Good night.”
 
   I didn’t wait for his reply but fled into the night.
 
   Not a coward, I told myself, walking as fast as the skin-tight dress allowed along the deserted path, nearing my quiet bungalow. A wise strategic retreat especially in light of my need to search as many rooms as possible before the party broke up.
 
   Lost in my plan for the best place to start my hunt, I didn’t see the dark shadow step from behind a bush.
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
   CHAPTER  38
 
    
 
   Heart pounding a rumba, I shifted on the crushed stone path, flowed into fight mode, legs braced and at an angle, shoulder forward, hands raised, before I even registered who stepped around the heavily scented bush.
 
   “Cripes, Suzette, you scared me to death.” My breath escaped with a whoosh, even as adrenaline spiked through me. I hadn’t seen much of Suzette since the night of the shifter attack, but then I hadn’t expected to. The girl was smart and it didn’t take a brainiac to figure out hanging around me could be dangerous to one’s health.
 
   The owlish assistant raised her hands in mock surrender. “Were you going to hurt me?”
 
   “Of course I wasn’t.” I dropped my hands and willed adrenaline-psyched muscles to relax. “You just scared me that’s all.”
 
   “But wasn’t that a martial arts move?”
 
   “A modified one.” I shook my head, mentally regrouping. “What are you doing out here?”
 
   “I dropped off a schedule change for tomorrow at your villa.”
 
   “That’s nice.” The surprise in my voice caused Suzette to open her eyes wider, but I was thinking about the protection spell I’d left on my door handle, glad I hadn’t made it strong enough to hurt anyone, just give them a start. 
 
   The woman shrugged. “How do you know martial arts moves?”
 
   The last thing I wanted was the rumor spreading that I was more than a hairdresser.
 
   “You’ve got to be kidding.” My laugh was forced, but the other woman didn’t know that. “I’m an American female. My father wouldn’t even consider letting me move to the city without passing a defensive course for women. Besides, I had brothers I had to learn to hold my own against.”
 
   Suzette didn’t look totally convinced, but all I wanted was the seed of doubt in her mind.
 
   This time she was the one who changed the subject as she lowered her gaze and kicked a pebble with one ballet pump shod foot. “I meant to thank you,” she mumbled, “for the other night. I was so scared.”
 
   “So was I,” I admitted, waiting for my heart rate to settle.
 
   “But you didn’t hide.” Suzette glanced up at me, pushing her glasses up her nose. “I’d like to be able to do that. Fight back I mean.”
 
   “Well, I didn’t really fight back.” No need to tell her I got pounded. Which reminded me, I’d meant to ask her where she’d disappeared to. “Ah, Suzette, about the other night—”
 
   “Is everything all right here?” Bran interrupted from behind me and every muscle on me clenched. So much for relaxing.
 
   “Everything’s fine.” I let an edge slide into my voice, as it was obvious the man didn’t take subtle hints well. 
 
   “Suzette.” He nodded at the young woman, now standing with her jaw open. “It is late for you to be wandering alone.”
 
   “Yes, sir. I’m heading to my bungalow, sir.” Suzette sounded nervous. Not that Bran didn’t make a lot of folks sound that way.
 
   “Do you need an escort?” 
 
   Yes, say yes, Suzette.
 
   “No. It’s not far.”
 
   Rats. Besides she wasn’t telling the truth. Her bungalow was on the other side of the party area. 
 
   “Then good night.”
 
   What was good about it?
 
   I couldn’t think about why Suzette would tell Bran an outright lie as I scrambled to figure out why he’d been following me. I held my ground until the other woman disappeared into the inky darkness before I turned to face him. “What are you doing here?”
 
   “Making sure you arrived back at your room safely.”
 
   “It’s right there.” I shrugged toward the isolated room, now shrouded in darkness. “So you can go back to your guests now.”
 
   “They can wait.”
 
   He stepped closer and all the air on the island disappeared.
 
   I wasn’t going to back down. Wasn’t going to step away. Or show that I was anything except calm, cool, and controlled.
 
   Yeah, right.
 
   He said nothing: just pushed into my space, dwarfing me with his size, his scent wrapping around me like an embrace.
 
   The only good news was he didn’t look like he was any happier than I was about the tension crackling between us. His eyes were narrowed, the skin along his jaw tight, even the pulse at the vee of his neck pounded.
 
   How could I even consider being involved with a warlock? Yet it was hard to remember that as I stared into those eyes.
 
   But it was his gaze on my lips that vaporized all the moistness in my mouth, while liquefying the muscles of my legs.
 
   “Don’t,” I whispered, not sure if it was meant for him or myself. Adrenaline still surged through my system, making me heady. An excuse?
 
   It didn’t really matter. It was too late for words.
 
   I was an agent, but I was a woman, too, and it was as a woman that I rose on my toes, ever so slightly, pressing against him. A meeting of equals here, a man wanting to taste one woman, and me wanting it just as badly.
 
   My lips whispered across his first. Gossamer strokes, almost not there, afraid to want too much, too quick. Skin to skin touch could overwhelm me, but I ignored the warning signs.
 
   He raised one hand to cup my chin, lingering ever so softly, so gently. Not threatening. Not something I could slap away, if I could move.
 
   His thumb brushed against my jaw, then my lower lip, as if memorizing the curve. My eyelids fluttered. I swallowed, but held my ground, locking my knees so my legs wouldn’t buckle. His touch let me know he was just as conflicted, just as aroused and fighting it just as hard.
 
   He leaned forward. My hands ached to wrap around his back, to stroke through the thickness of his hair. 
 
   His hand shifted, from face to neck, angling my head with the strength of his fingers. I wanted this as much as he did.
 
   He growled, deep in his throat, a tormented sound reaching me on a gut level.
 
   My hands slipped upward then—waist to back to neck, using fabric as a small buffer between us. The hunger pounded. Demanded. His lips now swallowed mine. Taste no longer enough. Possession. Passion. Completion. The emotions—his and mine—roared through me.
 
   His tongue met mine, thrust to thrust, mimicking what our bodies ached to complete. His fingers tangled in my hair, my breasts flattened across the planes of his chest, thighs rubbing against thighs.
 
   Somewhere nearby a bungalow door slammed shut, an explosion of sound through the near-silent night.
 
   The intrusion of awareness slapped against me, bullet like. I froze. His hands continued roaming across the open exposure of my back, his kisses just as deep, just as drugging but the spell was shattered.
 
   He sensed my change and raised his deeply-lidded, burning gaze to sear mine, inches away. How easy to fall beneath their spell; to forget, even for moments, who we were and why I in particular was here.
 
   “No,” he murmured, reading my indecision, his hands tightening against mine. “No, do not pull away.”
 
   I shifted palms to the front of his chest but didn’t push. Not yet. Not while my body still craved, my fogged brain fought to sort reason from madness. Dominique’s words earlier. He likes toys. Lots of toys. Bran’s look in the bungalow all hot and hungry. My duty to the IR team to find a thief and now a killer. And more than that, to find Van. All roiled and rioted with jangled nerves and throbbing heartbeat.
 
   “A mistake,” I whispered, placing inches between us, struggling still to find logic where there was none.
 
   “Don’t.” His growl took me by surprise until I realized he was in no better shape than I was.
 
   Then reason seemed to catch up with him. His hands dropped to his sides and he stepped back, breaking skin contact. Thank the Spirits. Cool night air rushed between us, sending a chill tap dancing up my spine.
 
   But the coolness wasn’t enough. The thrum of the ocean against the nearby shore didn’t help. Its urgent crash mimicking my pounding pulse, clashing needs.
 
   “It’s late.” My words mocked the tension between us, sounding false and hollow. 
 
   Stay away. If he’s in the wrong, you’ll have to take him down. He may be the enemy. And if Dominique is the enemy, I will be the one to take down someone Bran loves. 
 
   The hot light in his eyes cooled. His posture grew rigid, defensive—angry at me or angry at himself, I couldn’t tell. Not that it mattered. We’d both crossed the line from professional to mindless; but both had too much to lose to take this further.
 
   “I will watch until you enter your bungalow safely.” He spoke with the cold tone of master to staff; only the square set of his shoulders, the clenched force of his hands betrayed him. 
 
   I found the power to move, to step away. One jerky movement after the other, propelling me in one direction when my body hungered to remain right where I was.
 
   The mission had to come first. I was here for no other reason. Van’s life depended on it. My first solo ops and I wasn’t going to let hormones cause me to fail.
 
   I didn’t bother saying good night. My mouth was so dry I wasn’t sure the words would come anyway. Without pausing I keyed my locked door and stepped into the dark room. I waited in the shadows, letting its cool mantle slow my pulse until the crunch of Bran’s shoes faded away against the crushed stone walkway. 
 
   Only then did I flick on the light and discover someone had tossed my room.
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
   CHAPTER 39
 
    
 
   From the poolside bar, Dominique watched Bran return to the party and silently cursed him. He could blow everything. She was too close to success to let him destroy it all now. A few more days were all she needed. 
 
   Making small talk she crossed to where he stood, tense and brooding, scaring off most of the guests by his scowl alone.
 
   “These women are here to see and talk with you,” she murmured, when she drew near, standing close enough so only he would hear. “It does your business no good when you let your personal issues intrude on your professional responsibilities.”
 
   “Professional responsibilities be dammed,” he spat the words.
 
   Not a good sign.
 
   “Bran.” She rested a hand on his arm, leaning closer. “You’ve been under a lot of strain lately.”
 
   He glared at her, but no longer looked as if he wanted to take her head off.
 
   She kept her tone soothing. “Maybe after the tour is finished you should take some time off. Plan on relaxing.”
 
   “And the business?” His tone sounded bitter.
 
   “I’m sure it’ll be fine for a month or two. In fact, your being absent for a bit would add to your allure. Between the publicity we’ve received this last week—”
 
   “Is that all a woman’s life means to you? Publicity?”
 
   Several nearby guests raised their heads at his tone.
 
   “Of course it doesn’t.” She forced a smile and waited until the women moved away. “But neither am I going to act like I’m mourning the death of a total stranger.”
 
   “She was our employee.”
 
   “As are the two other employees still on the staff who may be involved in her death.” 
 
   He speared her with a piercing look, his features dark and harsh in the flickering torchlight. “Who are you accusing, Dom?”
 
   She hadn’t meant to go this far, but he was the one ruining everything. Everything she’d worked so hard to create and she wasn’t about to let that happen. She glanced around once, sipped on her mineral water and lowered her voice even more. “Surely you don’t think it’s a coincidence that it was the new girl who found the model’s body?”
 
   “I was there too, Dom. Does that mean I’m involved in the death?”
 
   “Don’t be ridiculous. She no doubt pulled you in to use you as an alibi.” 
 
   “And what about the weapon in Franco’s room? Did the two of them kill her?”
 
   She shrugged. “One killed the girl. One hid the evidence before the gendarmes arrived on board. They both alibi each other. You must admit it’s very suspicious.”
 
   “And the motivation?”
 
   “Why does there have to be motivation?” She shook her head. “The hairdresser could have been jealous. Sasha was very beautiful. The American was not happy that there might be a new interest on your part. The two women had a fight. Who knows? A senseless act and yet you keep those two around, frightening the other staff, frightening me.”
 
   When he made no response, she tried a different tactic.
 
   “You know she’s a pig farmer’s daughter?”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “Your hairdresser, of course.” She’d played this role a thousand times—concerned benefactress showering favors. She’d get through to him. “And a convicted murderer.”
 
   That made him go still. Just as she expected.
 
   “I did a little research on her, to protect us all,” she continued, when he made to interrupt. “Quite the sad tale. Her mother abandoned her father. Then less than a year ago she killed a total stranger.”
 
   “Then why is she here now and not in prison?”
 
   “I don’t have all the details, Bran.” Just enough. “You know how those Americans are, so many criminals, such bleeding hearts.”
 
   He cut his glance to the distance, as if mulling over her words.
 
   Time to bring the point home. “And you know what they say?”
 
   “What?” he bit out the single word.
 
   “Once a killer, always a killer.” She shook her head, schooling her features to be concerned. “Come on, Bran. You know she’s not our kind of people.”
 
   He lowered his brows. Maybe time to back off, just a bit. She glanced at her nails as she slid home her knife. “Besides, all of us are at risk as long as she remains. My life could be next.”
 
   At one time that would have been all she had to say to have him doing her will. Bran was a brilliant, complicated man in many ways. In others, he reacted predictably. She was his true family, his only family. A threat to her was even greater than a threat to him. She’d learned this when they were still children. At one time she thought he may have wanted more, seen her as a man sees a woman, but not Bran. There was too much honor and pride in him to risk his heart and his soul in the same place. This pride, this need for family, would be his downfall.
 
   Yet tonight his smile was cynical, his stance tense. Maybe she’d underestimated the hairdresser. The little minx had avoided one trap already, now it seemed she was enchanting him.
 
   That would never do.
 
   “What are you thinking?” she asked him, when his silence lengthened between them—lengthened and grew taut.
 
   “I’m thinking it might be a good idea to end the tour now. Cancel Florida and the rest.”
 
   “You’re not serious?” Her voice rose, even as her smile remained frozen in place.
 
   “I’m perfectly serious. With the tour over, no one else is at risk. I don’t want any more lives on the line until Sasha’s killer is found.” His dark eyes held steady on her face; which meant he did not see the control it took for her to hold onto her glass.
 
   “Don’t be a fool—”
 
   “Only a fool would continue to do the same thing and expect different results.” He glanced away, at the milling crowds, the brittle laughter, the champagne-induced gaiety. 
 
   He was going to ruin everything if she didn’t stop him. Just a few more days. Miami and then D.C. The tour had to make it to D.C. and Bran with it.
 
   “Do you know how many millions we’d lose?” She wanted to scream but instead entreated. “We’ve placed deposits on hotels and venues. Paid for advertising, contracted with musicians and photographers. Just think about the lost sales, the women who’ve arranged to attend events. It’d be a nightmare to cancel.”
 
   “Yet you yourself say publicity is good. Read the headlines now—unexpected cancellation to the Bran tour. The press would eat it up.”
 
   He couldn’t; he didn’t really think she’d let him cancel. “Bran, come to your senses.”
 
   “For the first time in months, maybe I am. The clothes will sell without this.” He waved his hand to indicate the total strangers feted at his expense. “We can reinvent the business. Stop the insanity of a new location every few days and concentrate on what we started—creating a solid reputation for the Bran brand and not me.” He looked at her then, the weariness and exhaustion of the last moments replaced with a new light. “I mean it, Dom. It’s time to make some changes. Have a life, for both of us. What do you say?”
 
   She swallowed. It was too late to turn back now. Way too late.
 
   “You will not do anything hasty?” She laid a palm along his sleeve. “Not without talking to me?” She had to stop him.
 
   “I’ve always talked with you, Dom.” His voice sounded flat. “Though I wonder if you always hear me.”
 
   “Of course, I do. You’re tired, darling.” Maybe that was all it was. He needed to get laid. She would send someone from the spa to give him a massage with benefits. Any woman would jump at the opportunity. Or maybe he’d prefer that heiress to the Italian automaker he’d been with last year? Or that French singer? There had to be someone, or even more than one she could strategically position in front of Bran immediately. Keep him occupied for the next few days. The hairdresser wouldn’t do at all. She was a disaster and would be dealt with and soon. All Dominique needed was Bran to keep the tour going until Washington D.C., one stop after Florida. That was all.
 
   “Why don’t you head to bed,” she said, already reaching into her Bottega Veneta purse. “We’ll talk again tomorrow.”
 
   He brushed his lips against her cheek before disappearing. No good night, nothing. There certainly was something bothering him, something other than that woman.
 
   “Is everything all right?” The frighteningly gay man who organized the models materialized at her side. Franco. Why Bran could not have cut his losses and gotten rid of him in Monte Carlo when he had a perfectly good excuse to do so amazed her.
 
   “Of course everything is fine.” She sipped her water, then punched in the number for the spa on her cell phone. “Why shouldn’t it be?”
 
   “Bran seemed distracted tonight,” he paused, then added cattily, “Especially after the hairdresser left.”
 
   Had he stressed the word hairdresser? The man really was insufferable. “You are imagining things.”
 
   “Am I?”
 
   “Bran has had his flings before. This new piece of ass is nothing.”
 
   Dominique would make sure she was nothing. 
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
   CHAPTER  40
 
    
 
   Who had broken into my room and why? How had they gotten past the wards? Someone with magic then, or immune to magic. Did someone suspect something, or was there something else going on? The search hadn’t been done by a professional. Too careless, as I glanced at the placement of my hairdresser’s valise, the angle of an open drawer, the placement of my phone on a bureau. All had been shifted.
 
   Maybe they wanted me to know they’d been there; that they could whip through wards like butter.
 
   I stepped over the schedule change that Suzette had slipped under my door. At least the assistant hadn’t lied about why she was on this area of the island. 
 
   I could scratch Bran off my suspect list for this, too. He’d been within my sight the whole time I’d been at the party. But Dominique? Dominique had appeared and disappeared. Could a Grimple waltz through a ward? Would Dragon Lady stoop to rifling through someone’s personal belongings? 
 
   In a heartbeat.
 
   But why? 
 
   I jammed down all the questions scrambling through me in order to take action. Action could get me some answers; stewing only created more stewing. I donned what Kelly called our bad girl wear. Black. Not New York City black, but stealth black—long-sleeved, close to the skin, covering as much of one’s body as possible. A quick braiding of my hair and I was ready to do a little reconnoitering of my own.
 
   I rinsed the scent of perfume from me with a washcloth, not enough time for a shower as guests would be leaving the party soon. But perfume was a telltale sign in closed rooms and something not present in mine when I’d returned. Maybe my visitor was not a total amateur, or simply someone who didn’t wear scent. Most of the models wore perfume on a regular basis, and so did Dominique. The thousand-dollar-an-ounce variety. Vaughn no doubt would know the name whereas I only noted the smell earlier at the pool. The one that obscured her cinnamon and sandalwood scent.
 
   So maybe Dragon Lady wasn’t my intruder?
 
   Rats. That would have made life simpler.
 
   But then the moment I’d become an Invisible Recruit I’d turned my back on any hint of a simple life.
 
   “Show time,” I whispered, stepping from my room into the shadowed night. No telling when the party would break up. Which room first?
 
   Dragon Lady’s.
 
   Keeping off the crushed shell walkway for silence, and pausing every few steps to make sure I was alone, I crept through the warm, moist night, my muscles tensed, my senses alert, pumping adrenaline making everything sharp. Every whisper of a palm frond became a potential threat, every echo from the party matching my beating heart. 
 
   I’d left off face-darkening makeup; that would take too much explaining if I were caught. But if someone saw me I’d still be hard pressed to explain what I was up to. 
 
   I angled across the beach to Dominique’s villa, larger and set slightly apart from the others and right over the ocean. Bran’s right next door. Second on the list.
 
   Coward. I justified my priority order by the fact I’d given his stateroom on the yacht a quick review; but he’d barely arrived and might have anticipated my move there. Here he wouldn’t.
 
    I’d search his quarters. It was my job. Especially after Dominique’s not-so-subtle hint about him and Sasha. There was something very personal about invading someone’s bedroom. A violation by someone not invited in. I knew; it was what I felt right now about my room.
 
   The doors to the villa were still key activated versus card activated, which worked to my advantage. That and the fact that the locks were as primitive as the setting. The bobby pin I’d jammed in my hair for just such a situation came in handy if my release spell didn’t work. Which it did. There was something innately comforting in using one of the tools-of-my-witch-trade to breach Dragon Lady’s lair.
 
   Less than a minute and I was in. Another thirty seconds and I’d adjusted the hands-free climber’s headlamp I’d brought along. It beamed a pulse of red light and I kept it focused downward, creating less chance of detection. The red also kept my night vision intact, one more plus.
 
    A quick review of desk and bureau showed nothing out of the ordinary. The room was as spotless and organized as Dominique.
 
   What did I expect, a file marked “Next score”? 
 
   I did a quick search of Dominique’s designer wardrobe, looking for papers stashed where they shouldn’t be. The same organization appeared with her shoes—sorted by color and style to boot.
 
   Nothing. No clue, no hint, no X marked the spot. 
 
   But I knew she was involved. 
 
   I stood in the middle of the room, scanning every possible hiding place I might have missed when I spotted Dominique’s Prada bag. Not the one she used every day, but a backup one I’d noticed once or twice.
 
   This time I removed every item and laid them on the bureau top. Nothing one wouldn’t expect from any woman executive’s bag. Lipstick. Key ring. A plain phone.
 
   “What do we have here?”
 
   I picked the last item up. This was not the phone I’d noticed her using: designer chic, small, and sophisticated. This one was of more interest because of its ordinariness. Dominique did not do ordinary.
 
   Why a woman would carry two phones? 
 
   A throwaway? 
 
   I clicked the generic phone open and turned it on. No numbers in the phone book section.
 
   More and more interesting. 
 
   Who used a phone and kept no numbers in it?
 
   A quick punch in to call history revealed only one number for both last incoming call and last outgoing call. A number without a country code but with an area code.
 
   I memorized the ten digits. 
 
   Who knew what it meant, but so far it’d been the only anomaly in Dominique’s room, and what little training I’d had the one thing that stuck was to look for anomalies.
 
   Just as I crammed the last item into the Prada bag I heard the sound of shoes on the crushed shell walkway outside the room. They were walking fast.
 
   Crud. 
 
   I slipped the bag back on the desk. My options were limited. The interior bathroom trapped me. That left the exterior balcony above the ocean waves.
 
   Balcony.
 
   Shark bonding beat facing Dominique any day.
 
  
 
   
 
   
   CHAPTER 41
 
    
 
   I slid the glass door closed behind me and flattened myself against the thatched wall of the villa even as the room’s lights blazed on.
 
   Of all the rotten—
 
   If Dominique opened her balcony door, I was a goner.
 
   Whispering a quick cloaking spell that wouldn’t hide me for long if she came out on the deck I pressed myself against the wall.
 
   Only one option. Swinging one leg, then the other, I lowered myself slowly and quietly from the balcony railing into the ocean waves below. The scent of briny salt surrounded me, the moon looking like a gigantic spotlight overhead. The high tide pushed and pulled as I clung to the rails, slapping seaweed against my legs. At least I hoped it was seaweed and not a jellyfish. Or something worse. 
 
    I didn’t dare swim off too soon in case Dominique stepped out onto the balcony. Dragon Lady would certainly spot in seconds a body swimming away.
 
   Instead, I submerged myself until only my fingers and head were above water, then slid beneath the deck, grabbing on to small gaps in the wood planking with the tips of my fingers.
 
   I braced as best I could as the balcony door glided open and footsteps clicked onto the decking.
 
   Crap.
 
   I caged my breath in my lungs, fearful Dominique would pick up the sound above the wash of waves against both shore and pilings. The water wasn’t cold, but the awkward hold stiffened my muscles and cramped my fingers. Plus the second I’d submerged myself the cloaking spell was ruined.
 
   The tell-tale musical sound of cell phone numbers being punched reached my ears.
 
   “Dominique St. Clair here.” 
 
   Maybe a clue at last. 
 
   “I asked for a young woman to be at my cousin Bran’s villa this evening.”
 
   What the—?
 
   “I’d like to make that two.”
 
   What for?
 
   “Yes, that’s correct. Massage and amenities.”
 
   What kind of—
 
   “Yes, I understand perfectly. The women will be amply rewarded. For all services provided.”
 
   That bitch. 
 
   Silently, I scissored my legs, heavy against the pull of the tide, to keep afloat while I waited and steamed. My fingers ached, my waterlogged clothes dragged me down, using up precious energy but I clung on. 
 
   Dominique the pimp. And Bran? His request or his cousin being thoughtful? Were these the toys Dragon Lady mentioned earlier?
 
   Think professional, not personal. Yeah, right. Dragon Lady was taking the gloves off, but then, so could I.
 
   The rising tide scraped my head against the underside of the balcony deck. A few more minutes and I’d have to make a choice; let go and see if I could swim far enough underwater before I had to come up for air, and hope to hell Dominique had either gone back inside or wasn’t looking in my direction. Or—
 
   Drowning wasn’t a good second option.
 
   Gulping in more and more seawater, I made my decision.
 
   Two breaths and—
 
   The shoes moved. Forward once, as if leaning on the railing, then back.
 
   The door slid shut.
 
   Peeling cramped fingers from the deck, I sucked in a quick breath and let go. I slipped beneath the water, kicking off into the dark sea, repeating the ten-digit sequence of numbers from the phone I’d found.
 
   One way or another Dragon Lady was going down.
 
  
 
   
 
   
   CHAPTER 42
 
    
 
   “Well there you are, Pocahontas. Sleep well last night?” Franco strutted onto one of the resort’s empty patios, spread out with a breakfast buffet. Just what I needed with my eggs and ham, a large dose of cynicism. 
 
   “Eat glass, Frank.” I reached for a cup of coffee, large and black and wondered if any food would stay down. I so didn’t need chipper and cynical first thing in the morning. I needed a return call from Kelly about the break in and phone number. I needed answers. Lots of answers. “Besides I told you not to call me—”
 
   “You said Sacagawea. I distinctly remember that. Your exact words were—”
 
   “Go away, Frank.” I kept my voice pitched low though the closest guests to us were at the far side of the open-air room.
 
   “And here I thought you’d be all starry-eyed and moony this morning with the way Bran was looking at you all evening. Yum. Yum.”
 
   “Get a life.” I brushed past the man, wishing I had sunglasses. He was dressed in hot pink for God’s sake, at six-fifteen in the morning. It was unnatural.
 
   “I take it then you did not hear about the argument.” Franco’s plucked brows arched coyly. “The one between Bran and Dominique.”
 
   I paused. Think mission. I was there to get intel, and if Bran had a major row with his cousin and business partner it was important to find out as much about it as possible.
 
   Yeah right. 
 
   Okay, so there might be a very tiny personal interest, too. But I wasn’t asking for that reason; nor was I going to mention midnight masseuses. A woman had to have her pride.
 
   “What argument?” I returned to Franco’s side and plopped a pastry on my plate, feigning indifference—the quickest way to get Franco to spill his guts. 
 
   I was right. Barely a second ticked past before he gave a piqued humph. “Well, after you left so quickly, and trust me it was noted.” He arranged three slices of mango artistically on his glass plate. “And then Bran left—”
 
   He paused dramatically, as if inviting confidences but he was asking the wrong person.
 
   “The argument, Frank. Spit it out or you’ll be wearing that fruit.”
 
   “Well, the least you could do is let me have a little fun. Especially with such juicy tidbits to share.”
 
   Franco moved to a nearby table and I followed, reminding myself I was trailing in his wake only for the sake of answers. After sliding into a chair Franco tugged his shirtsleeves into place, then glanced around and lowered his voice. “When Bran returned, awfully fast, some said, and very put out—”
 
   “The argument?”
 
   “Oh, all right.” He notched his chin at an angle. It was all I could do not to clip it. I planted myself in the chair opposite him, ignoring my plate of food.
 
   “Well, Dominique met Bran and they started talking.”
 
   “They’re cousins and business partners. They talk every day.”
 
   “Not with Bran looking like thunder, a very good look for him, by the way. Very testosterone and hunky.”
 
   I’d agree, but I wasn’t going there. 
 
   “Anyway.” Franco inhaled deeply as he arranged a strawberry next to his mango. It was a freaking piece of fruit. No way should it take three minutes to line up on a plate. I bit back a groan.
 
    “It was obvious Bran was not happy about something and Dominique was yammering at him.”
 
   “Yammering?”
 
   “Yes, you know, visualize one of those pneumatic nail drivers with painted nails and peach lipstick.”
 
   Good description of Dominique.
 
   My stomach was already knotting. I slid my plate away on the table, the pastry barely touched. Nothing was going to sit well this morning. “What was the argument about?”
 
   “Some said you.” The knots tightened.
 
   “But then it escalated.”
 
   “Into what?”
 
   “Rumors are,” Franco lowered his voice like a conspiratorial schoolgirl. “He wants to cancel the rest of the tour.”
 
   “Why?” How was I going to find a thief, and a killer, if all the suspects dispersed? Canceling the tour would be a disaster. The thief/killer would go to ground and there’d be no justice for anyone. Especially Sasha. And that didn’t even count my sole lead to what had happened to Van.
 
   Franco eyed me closely. “Seems Bran feels there’s not enough security for his staff. Too many unanswered questions about Sasha. There are even rumors about indiscretions happening after some of Bran’s earlier shows.”
 
   Only Franco could describe thefts as indiscretions. He continued, “Interesting don’t you think?”
 
   I ignored his question. “Can Bran cancel the tour?” 
 
   “He’s the boss, he can do anything he wants.”
 
   “But wouldn’t it cost an arm and a leg?”
 
   “Yes.” Franco brushed an invisible speck of dust from his sleeve. “But he’s loaded. Besides, I don’t think he’s ever done this for the money.”
 
   “Then why?”Franco cocked his head, like a bird eyeing a worm. “Acknowledgement. Name recognition would be my guess. He has a lot to prove to the tres-mal family who rejected him. But Bran would never put his own interests above the people who depend on him. He’s very protective that way. Some say too protective.”
 
   Fallen angel leaning toward the dark side if pushed too far.
 
   Bran’s name was being destroyed; and I was part of the juggernaut making that happen, especially if he was involved in the thefts in any way. 
 
   I set down my coffee, not needing any more acid in my stomach.
 
   “Look, I’ve got a question.” I wasn’t sure if I should go down this path or not.
 
   Franco angled a brow. “I’ll answer yours, if you’ll answer mine.”
 
   I held back a snort. “Fine. But nothing personal.”
 
   “You’re so not fun.” The man had the audacity to flap his wrist at me. Lord, it was going to be a long day.
 
   “Tell me if Bran had anything going on with Sasha?” There, I’d asked, and if anybody would be aware of the gossip it’d be Franco.
 
   “You mean our Sasha? New girl Sasha?”
 
   I noted he spoke as if she were still alive. Not uncommon when faced with sudden, brutal death.
 
   “Yes. That Sasha. Do you know if at any time they had a fling, or a relationship, or even knew each other very well?”
 
   “Don’t be preposterous.” He sounded adamant, which stunned me. “Why? What have you heard?”
 
   “Is that your question?”
 
   “Don’t be impertinent, of course it isn’t. Did you hear something about Sasha and Bran together?”
 
   “Yes.” He leaned closer, his eyes shining, if wary. “Come, come, tell Uncle Franco all.”
 
   As if. But for the sake of the mission, I’d do even this. Gossip, so not my thing. Pulling up echo-demons en masse was sounding easier and easier every day.
 
   “I heard she was a party girl and that Bran and she might have had a relationship, but it soured.”
 
   “And you believed that?” He laughed out loud, then sobered. “Let me guess, Dominique?”
 
   “Does it matter?”
 
   He shook his head as if disappointed in a favored pupil. “Of course it matters. Gossip is only as good as its source, and Dominique has been making the most outrageous innuendoes for days now.”
 
   “About what?”
 
   “Everyone, sweet cheeks, including yourself. Bran and Sasha. That wouldn’t happen in a million years.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because, dumplings, he’s had eyes only for you since you joined. So do not tell me you haven’t noticed.”
 
   When I was five my mother walked out of the house one day and never came back. Even now I could recall the shell-shocked feeling I’d experienced when my dad had sat me down and told me not to ask for my momma again. She wouldn’t be coming home. The news was like a slam on hard-packed earth from a great height. Franco’s words produced the same effect.
 
   “You didn’t know.” Franco leaned closer, his eyes saucer-sized now. “How deliciously droll. No wonder the man has been practically foaming at the mouth. I don’t think he’s used to being frustrated. And by a hairdresser. Oh, this is too, too—”
 
   “Shut up, Frank.” I’d deal with his revelation later. We were acting our roles, that’s all. “Tell me about Dominique’s other innuendoes.”
 
   “Oh, well, there was a juicy one about you being a serial killer.”
 
   So Dominique was the one who had shared my background. No surprise there. 
 
   Franco pressed two fingers together in a gesture I associated with the Boy Scouts. Until now. “So, is it true?”
 
   “Get real,” I snorted, the easier to distract Franco.
 
   “Too bad, that was so juicy.” He shook his head then added, “Then she announced you were gay.”
 
   “As in happy?” Good thing I wasn’t drinking my coffee or I’d have snorted it all over the table.
 
   Franco moued his lips, “Of course you being gay all went up in smoke when you arrived with Bran last night. No one who saw the two of you together could have any doubts which side of the fence you favor.”
 
   I so was not having this conversation.
 
   I responded dryly. “Anything else Dominique is saying?”
 
   “Let’s see.” He pressed a finger along his jaw as if he had to think very carefully. “You’re gay. I’m not. You, and I, or both of us killed poor, poor Sasha. Bran is being blackmailed by you.”
 
   I nearly fell off my chair. “What?”
 
   “Her justification as to why you’d be with him last night. I thought it was a very inventive spur of the moment excuse.”
 
   “Yeah, creative points to Dominique.” The woman was working way too hard to discredit me. Was my cover blown? Franco’s voice slid into seriousness. “Don’t let her fool you, sweet cheeks. The woman would make a barracuda seem tame in comparison. And she does not care for you.”
 
   “Tell me something I don’t know.”
 
   “You should be careful with her. Bran can control her to a certain extent, but even he is clueless to how very cunning and very ruthless she is. The woman should have been born with balls. Steel ones. Some say she was.”
 
   “Thanks, I’ll remember that.” As if I wasn’t aware of Dominique’s ruthlessness and ambition every second I’d been on the tour.
 
   “My turn now.” Franco looked so delighted, I expected he’d start clapping his hands any moment. Then I’d have to slap him.
 
   “Fine.” So my tone wasn’t gracious, sue me. “Nothing personal though.”
 
   “Have it your way. Did you sleep with him?”
 
   “What?”
 
   He popped a bite of mango in his mouth. “You heard—”
 
   “That’s damn personal in my book.”
 
   “Then you need a different book. Besides—” He glanced around though the buffet was still deserted. “I have money riding on this.”
 
   “Money riding on what?”
 
   “Whether you did the deed with Bran.” He sighed dramatically. “There’s been a pool going for over a week now. Given how fast he returned last night, the fact his clothes were hardly mussed and the scowl on his face, I’d say I’m still in the running with a resounding no.”
 
   I pushed my chair away from the table. “Get a life.”
 
   “Oh, but darling, why should I when those lives around me are so much messier.”
 
   Little did he know. 
 
   I walked away, leaving him waving a fork after me and shouting, “It’s all right. Hold out for as long as you can. I have fifty bucks riding on it.”
 
   His bet and my job.
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
   CHAPTER 43
 
    
 
   “Jaylene, is that you? Where’s Kel?” I asked once back in the privacy of my bungalow, feeling as if I’d eaten a boatload of jumping shrimp for breakfast. Nerves? Anger? Frustration? All combined. I wanted answers, enough Ms. Play by the Rules.
 
   “And it’s nice to talk to you, too. Nice to know I’ve been missed. Nice to—”
 
   Sheesh. Everyone had an agenda.
 
   “Sorry,” I mumbled, “too focused on the situation.” And getting Van back alive. My tone said get over it even as I sucked in a deep breath, remembering Stone’s words. Be a team player. I stared from my verandah across the empty bowl of blue ocean and sky and released a sigh as I chewed my lip. A scene as surreal as my earlier conversation with Franco.
 
   “So how’s the hunk who makes dresses?” 
 
   Leave it to Jaylene not to tap dance around the exact topic I didn’t want to talk about.
 
   “He’s fine.” Lord, that sounded lame even as I snapped the answer.
 
   “You sleep with him yet?”
 
   What was it with everyone asking about my sex life? Hadn’t anyone ever heard of privacy?
 
   “I’m not here to sleep with him. I’m here to investigate him.”
 
   Jaylene’s throaty laughter rumbled through the line. “Nothing saying you can’t investigate him up close and personal.”
 
   “And compromise the investigation?”
 
   “Whoa, girlfriend. I’m not saying marry the dude. I’m saying have some fun if it presents itself.”
 
   “Well, it won’t.”
 
   “What? Present itself or be fun?”
 
   I rolled my eyes since no one could see me, then cleared a jam in my throat. “Can we move along? Any news on those numbers I called in last night? Or on the murder investigation?”
 
   “Got some news on the killing of your model. Which is why I’m here with Kelly. I just brought her the intel in person.” I curled my fingers around the verandah railing as Jaylene’s tone turned serious. “I don’t have all the scientific lingo, but the bottom line is she was found with a very unusual, synthetic, and previously unknown drug in her system.”
 
   “What kind of drug?”
 
   “Not your street-variety kind that’s for sure. Definitely high-price designer. Seems it’s experimental so the chemist dudes are still trying to put all their geek heads together to pin it down.”
 
   “Is it a poison?”
 
   “Nah. More like a combination date rape meets Prozac kind of thing. This is some serious bad news. A user wouldn’t be aware she’d taken the shit and would have no memory of it later. She’d just feel very, very good with some vague memories that wouldn’t seem real.”
 
   “Like Rohypnol?” I asked, adding up the implications like an accountant at tax season. 
 
   “Yeah, only this stuff appears to have an interesting side effect. It makes a person open to suggestion.”
 
   “Like hypnosis?”
 
   “Yup, just like that.”
 
   I whistled. “So if someone was slipped this stuff, you’re saying they could do something against their will and have no knowledge about it?”
 
   “I’m not saying it. The scientists guys are. They think it was designed to be a Prozac knockoff and then someone figured out this side effect. Fassbinder has her own theories that Ling Mai is following up with.”
 
   “Like what?”
 
   “Like it’s been enhanced with a preternatural venom. Regular science dudes are never going to pinpoint that.”
 
   “Is this what Interpol stumbled on to? Someone’s using this drug to force people to steal for them?” I asked, the tumblers clicking at last. This threw the whole investigation a curve ball. This was more than human to human bad stuff, there was clearly a non-human element at work. Which could explain why this mysterious Vaverek might be in the game. 
 
   “Interpol or the scientists or anybody know if the victims have all been human?” Not that it’d be an easy thing to find out without sending someone with the agency ring to meet each victim in person. 
 
   “No way to find out. Ling Mai is working with Interpol on getting more intel on this drug, but it looks like the drug is driving the thefts.”
 
   “But no clue as to who’s administering it?”
 
   “You got it, girl. All we know is that someone in that traveling circus you’re with is possibly slipping it to select clients. Then the dupes perform the thefts without an idea they were involved.”
 
   Ingenious. And nasty, really nasty. I released another frustrated breath. “So what happened to Sasha? I can’t believe someone would sit there and let their throat get slit without fighting back.”
 
   “They would if they’re under the suggestion that something else is happening, or about to happen. Far as that poor girl knew she was going to get a neck massage or somethin’. She didn’t fight what she didn’t see coming.”
 
   “Holy crud.”
 
   “Ditto.” Jaylene shouted something to Kelly in the background before saying. “So, given the crap you’re dealing with, I’m going to be meeting up with you as soon as I can be inserted. We can get a good cover story down by Miami. Vaughn’s joining us there too, but as a guest.”
 
   Two days away. Unless Bran cancelled the tour. Which he couldn’t be allowed to do. No tour, the trail for the drug could go underground. As well as any intel on Van.
 
   “You still there?” Jaylene asked.
 
   “Yeah, I’m here.” Grappling with all the implications. “Anybody have any idea of what this drug looks like? Pill or liquid form? How long it takes to act? If someone has to have a certain predisposition to it?”
 
   “Whoa, girlfriend. They’re stoked that they got as much info as they have about this. Seems it disappears from the system relatively quickly. They found it in the dead model because Ling Mai had the French cops rush the autopsy.”
 
   “Someone has figured out how to execute the perfect crime.” I shook my head, amazed how simple, and how complicated the set up was. The mastermind never was present at the actual crime scenes, so no fingers pointing in their direction. And how did they find who the next potential victim would be? “This is slicker than cow slobber.”
 
   “Whatever. Not how I’d—” Jaylene snorted. “Anyway, this stuff ever gets to the market, no telling where it can lead.”
 
   “So Bran’s tour is a testing ground. Someone’s been using his clients as guinea pigs.”
 
   “Could be your hunk guy himself. I’d say that kind of power could be pretty addictive. Better than sewing dresses.”
 
   How far would a warlock go to make his name?
 
   “He doesn’t sew dresses.” But he did have some issues with his reputation; and being the force behind this new drug could be a heady rush for a guy who valued being acknowledged. 
 
   “From theft to murder,” Jaylene said. “I’d say that’s about as cold and calculating as one could get.”
 
   But that didn’t sound like Bran. At least not the Bran I’d gotten to know. Arrogant. Difficult. Complicated. All of those and more but not cold. Not the guy who made sure one of his employees traveled to a family funeral and had it paid for or made sure that another employee stepped away from an abusive relationship. 
 
   On the other hand, that could all be smoke and mirrors. Maybe Jaylene was right? I should have sex with the guy and get him out of my system so I could focus on the mission.
 
   But what if he was as addictive as this new drug?
 
   So who else could be administering the drug? That was the million dollar question. Dominique? Oh, yeah, that’d be an easy stretch of the imagination, the woman liked control. Control and power. Plus she had easy access to all the guests. But was she acting alone? And then there were still the unknowns. Franco’s background check still was unclear. Collette with her early years of crime? And who had searched my room last night and why?
 
   Franco was right; some lives were just a mess.
 
   “Any news on Van?” I asked, expecting a no but unable not to ask anyway.
 
   “Other than he was seen in the company of one of those two shifters you described as attacking you on the yacht. There’s a connection Alex, we just can’t put all the pieces together. But we will.”
 
   I nodded as if she could see me, but it was a lackluster movement. Every day with no news made bad news inevitable. “So you’re coming on board the tour?” I repeated, loathe to lose the connection just yet.
 
   “Soon as I can.”
 
   Good news. This was no longer a reconnoiter and report mission. It’d just blown up. 
 
   I went back to an earlier thought. “Any info on that phone number I gave Kelly last night?”
 
   “She’s working on it.” Jaylene paused, then added. “Ling Mai’s had all of us stretched pretty thin the last week, but it’s still no excuse to leave you with your ass showing.”
 
   How apt. “I’ve had the operation under control.” Most of it, anyway, but I did appreciate the recognition, especially coming from Jaylene who was more a bitch-slap- some-sense-into-you kind of gal than the warm and friendly pat on the back type.
 
   “The team will be with you as soon as we can,” she said. “Meantime, watch your back.”
 
   “Trust me, that’s on my game plan.” Along with a few other options.
 
   I shivered beneath the strong rays of the tropical sun. I hadn’t survived four brothers and the initial IR training to fall victim to some chemistry. 
 
   The team was coming. Good news. 
 
   Bad news—someone was playing for keeps, and wouldn’t balk at getting rid of any obstacle—including a hairdresser. 
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
   CHAPTER 44
 
    
 
   “You look like hell,” Jaylene was standing on the patio of my poolside room at the Brasserie Lounge in Miami’s fabled Delano Hotel, a soft ocean breeze kissing our skins, the pulsing beat of Afro Celtic music pouring out of the nearby lounge. The lounge totally commandeered this evening specifically for Bran’s models and his guests. One of them a killer.
 
   I stepped away from the door jamb I’d been leaning against. “Good, I feel like hell, too.”
 
   Juggling waiting for the team to get on board, my duties as a hairdresser, and the landmine of a difficult warlock would wipe out anyone. 
 
   “I can take over this op for you from here on in,” Jaylene kept her voice low, if intense. “You can get some recovery time.”
 
   “Not likely.”
 
   “Girlfriend.” Jaylene pulled herself up to her six-foot height and glared down at me. “So you haven’t found anything concrete yet. So what? No need to beat yourself up.”
 
   I shoved useless hands against my dress. Who wore clothes without pockets anyway. “Sasha’s dead. There are no leads, no concrete anything to nail this bastard. No news about Van. I’d say that’s a big failure in anyone’s book.”
 
   “Ever think you’re looking at this the wrong way?” Jaylene had the street smarts to look away from me when she called me an idiot.
 
   I snorted, in spite of the fact it took effort to do so, energy that was hard to come by.
 
   Jaylene rolled her eyes and stepped closer. “Damn, you’re stubborn. You ever think you’ve rattled someone’s cage? That you’re forcing them into rash actions? That Sasha’s death means someone is running scared?”
 
   “So now my actions led to an innocent woman’s death?”
 
   “She was an operative. You didn’t kill her.”
 
   I shrugged, trying to release some of my tension. “Right now I’m pissed. This is personal, it’s not just about stopping a thief and killer.” 
 
   “Ling Mai hears you and you’ll get yanked faster than a bungee jumper’s cord. Personal doesn’t belong on a mission.” Jaylene whistled as she glanced toward the club starting to buzz with nightlife. Half-naked men. Barely there dresses on women. Tanned, taut flesh all around. Beautiful people playing hard. “But then what Ling Mai doesn’t know isn’t going to hurt her. You got a plan or just going to go in and knock some heads around?”
 
   “Sounds good to me.”
 
   “Sounds like the way Montana Alex would approach the problem.”
 
   I shot Jaylene an exasperated frown. “I’m from Idaho, and I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
 
   “Sure you do. Shoot first and ask questions later. A fight isn’t a good fight unless there’s blood and broken bones. Isn’t that what they taught you on the farm with those brothers of yours?”
 
   “You don’t know what you’re talking about.” I did know, but that wasn’t the point. Finding who wanted me taken out was.
 
   “Living with bruiser brothers isn’t that far from living on the streets.” Jaylene stepped closer. “And I know streets. I also know what it’s like to doubt yourself.”
 
   “Every time I’ve turned around on this op I’ve screwed up.” Bile rose in my throat. 
 
   “That’s a bunch of crap.”
 
   “I haven’t found who’s behind the thefts or pushing the drug. Sasha’s dead. Van’s still gone. Reads like screw-up in my book.”
 
   “Honey, you’re sounding like a broken record. We failed, not you.”
 
   That had me cranking up my spine. My op—my responsibility. “No—”
 
   “We’re a team and we weren’t close enough to watch your back, even when all the flags and whistles were going off.”
 
   “I—”
 
   “Shut up and listen, girlfriend. I’m only going to say this once. You came in to a reconnoiter and report mission. That mission changed the minute that model girl died and those shifters came after you. Where were we? Scattered all over the globe. She was killed, right under your nose, and we still couldn’t get close enough to protect you. Sure, mistakes were made, but you can’t claim them all.”
 
   I shook my head, feeling as light and disjointed as my body. I’d resisted this, being part of the IR team, in spite of Stone’s threats to the counter. I didn’t expect anyone to cover my six. I was the one who just about killed us all with the trio of echo-demons, so how could I trust Jaylene’s words? “I should have—”
 
   “Lordy, Lord, it’s a good thing you’re looking like death warmed over even in that killer dress or I’d have to slap you.” Scowling, Jaylene leaned forward and waved one inch-long acrylic talon in my face. “Now listen. You are one of us, even if you damn near killed Mandy. But you are the one who got rid of those green demons. Then you go right back into battle, all banged up, without a whimper. You make Wonder Woman look like a wimp. So you don’t go telling me you failed. You held on longer than any of us could have and never once asked to be pulled or demanded backup when you should have. Last I checked you’re only human, or mostly.” Jaylene snorted. “Not that you’d admit it. So lighten up.”
 
   I shook my head again, my eyes stinging, my gut wrung dry. Here everything I’d been doing was for Van’s sake and Jaylene was making me sound like some rah-rah IR poster child. If only she knew.
 
   “I so am right, Alex Noziak,” Jaylene said in that no-other-option way of hers. “You’re just not smart enough to realize that fact. I don’t want you going off and doing something stupid before you get your head on straight. Farm, or ranch, or whatever the hell you call it, those rules don’t apply here.”
 
   “I’m not—”
 
   “Oh, yes you are, girlfriend, else you wouldn’t be figuring you had to do this on your own. You could wait for Vaughn to get her skinny ass here and have us go in as a team.”
 
   “But I’m the one with the cover in place.”
 
   “Circumstances have changed. I’m the new model; that should count for something. And it’ll take Vaughn less than five minutes to have this whole crew thinking she’s something special.” Jaylene crossed her arms and wagged her head. “So why don’t you sashay over to that boyfriend of yours and—” She glanced over to where Bran was standing inside the bar.
 
   “He’s not my boyfriend.”
 
   “You are just clueless all over the place.”
 
   “Thanks for the vote of confidence.” I brushed my hair back, wearing it straight again. Killer straight.
 
   Jaylene was right. Emotions could get us all killed. Now was not the time to focus on what wasn’t working but to shift tactics. My team was behind me one hundred percent now. New territory. New rules. Time to play this game my way.
 
   “Earth to Alex.” Jaylene nudged me with her shoulder. “Speak to me, girlfriend. Tell me the plan.”
 
   I gulped a deep breath of ocean air. Noziaks did not let Grimples stop them from going in fighting, but I was more than a Mud Lake Noziak. I was a witch whose skills might be rusty, but I did have them—time to bring them to bear. I was an IR Agent and it was time to start thinking like one. 
 
   I glanced at the crowded lounge. “Everyone involved is inside that room, so that’s where I need to be.”
 
   “Agreed.”
 
   Finally, something right.
 
   Jaylene adjusted her leather and silk bustier. “My guess is best target to push is the Ice Princess or the Gay Guy.”
 
   “You mean Dominique or Franco?” Dominique, no problem. But Franco? As much as I loathed the prick, there was still something rock solid about the guy. 
 
   Jaylene mused aloud. “I so would not want to meet that woman in a dark alley. And as for pip-squeak in need of steroids, he watches everyone a little too carefully.”
 
   “But you just met both of them this afternoon.”
 
   Jaylene swept out all ten of her ringed fingers in an imperial gesture. “Girlfriend, you do not survive on the streets long if you don’t quickly size up the opposition.”
 
   Good point.
 
   Jaylene grinned. “Thing is, this is still your op.”
 
   “But I—”
 
   “You say the ‘f’ as in failed word and I’m out of here.” Jaylene didn’t even glance my way.
 
   I tugged my own dress, another Bran creation that hugged like mother love. “Time to go on the offensive,” I said, staring at the lounge. “Rattle cages. Do the unexpected.”
 
   “You go, girl.”
 
   A glimmer of a smile broke through; rattling Dominique sounded straight up my alley. Franco, too.
 
   “Don’t forget hunk man either,” Jaylene said. “Way I’m looking at the players, he’s the linchpin everything hangs on. Don’t know how or why, but you can’t take him out of the equation. Not yet.”
 
   My stomach knotted. Rattling Bran could backfire. Problem was, any rattling of him stood to shake me, too.
 
   Jaylene grinned, her teeth stark in the deepening evening light. “Got any ideas, girlfriend? ‘Cause if you don’t, step aside and let me have a go at him.”
 
   I bit back the immediate primordial and jungle-deep response. Jealousy was as foreign to me as catfights among women and backstabbing tattling. But I was learning; the last two weeks had been an education. Time to put my newly acquired knowledge to use.
 
   “Don’t worry,” I said to Jaylene, thinking of a dress Franco had shown me earlier. A no-holds, momma-keep-your-boys-at-home kind of dress, “I know exactly how to rattle his cage.”
 
   “Thought you might.”
 
   Armor for battle. Just thinking about it got my adrenaline pumping in a positive way. I was getting surprisingly good at this fancy dress thing. “No time like the present to get started.”
 
   “You go, girlfriend.”
 
  
 
   
 
   
   CHAPTER 45
 
    
 
   Two hours later, I spotted Vaughn standing near Jaylene at the bar that snaked along one side of the lounge. Playing by my new game plan I rumbaed closer to Bran and whispered a kiss across his jaw as I murmured, “Be right back.”
 
   The look he gave me raised the room’s temperature from too warm to steaming. My plan was working. Instead of denying what had been simmering between us since our first meeting I was using the chemistry to rattle his warlock cage.
 
   I hadn’t expected that seeing him all hot and bothered, knowing I was in total control, would give me such a rush of power. Oh, yeah, I could handle this just fine. No wonder women liked the dress-to-the-nines thing. 
 
   “You look hot,” Vaughn laughed as I shimmied closer. The music was loud enough that the three of us could talk without being overheard, as I stood close to Jaylene and left Vaughn appearing to be just a stranger nearby. “Sexy, watch-out-Bran, scorching kind of hot.”
 
   I smiled, a real one and a first in days, catching a quick image of myself in the Venetian glass mirrors bracketing the bar. I felt sexy hot. Yards of chiffon caged in gold lame and edged in a slick of sequins. I looked like a cross between Queen Cleopatra and a smoky seductress. “New game plan. Operation Cage Rattling.”
 
   “Bran may never recover.”
 
   “That’s the plan.” I shifted the subject. “Speaking of plans, you should have seen Dominique’s look when I complimented her on her dress. Thought she was going to choke.”
 
   Vaughn glanced at Jaylene. “I’m not sure we’re going to get our old Alex back after this op.”
 
   “Not sure we want her back.” Jaylene raised her martini glass. “Here’s to the new Alex. Butt-kicking-in-a-dress kind of Alex.”
 
   My grin widened. Having the team—or some of them—in place was good. Kind of like knowing my big brothers were around to watch my back though better—less sweat and more eye makeup kind of better. Together I’d get the info I needed to find out who, or what, held Van. And once I did, nothing was going to stop me from freeing him.
 
   “Before you get too focused on your agenda, not that I’d blame you, Vaughn has good news for us.” Jaylene raised a pointed nail at our team leader. “Which you can share at any time.”
 
   “You know that phone number you found in the Maldives?” Vaughn asked.
 
   “The one on the second phone in Dragon Lady’s room?”
 
   “That’s the one. It’s a throwaway phone.”
 
   “Figured that—no registered owner.”
 
   “Right, but Kelly’s been able to get the Feds involved and get a triangulation on the signal. The phone’s been used only once here in Miami, but the connection was just long enough to pin down a general location, within a building nothing more.”
 
   My heart pounded faster. “And?”
 
   “The call came from within the hotel here. We couldn’t figure out which floor, but someone is definitely inside this place.”
 
   I was hoping for something more concrete. “That could mean the caller could either be a total stranger, unknown to us or on the tour. Why would someone call Dragon Lady on an untraceable phone if they saw her every day?”
 
   Vaughn shook her head. “Your guess is as good as ours.”
 
   “There’s more.” Jaylene raised her martini glass. “Mandy put a tag on Dominique’s phone after you asked for it, so while the good guys were getting the location of the second phone they also managed to pick up a secondary conversation from Dominique’s end that indicates she’s connected with the thefts.”
 
   “So she is involved!” I almost gave Jaylene a high-five right there at the bar.
 
   “Looks like your witchy instinct was spot on,” came her response.
 
   “I knew it. I so knew it. Anything worthwhile?”
 
   Vaughn and Jaylene grinned in unison, but Vaughn was the one who answered. “Whatever is happening is going to go down in Washington D.C.”
 
   “Our next stop on the tour?”
 
   “That’s right.” Vaughn’s face lit up like a lottery jackpot winner. “Last stop on the tour, day after tomorrow. It’s show time.”
 
  
 
   
 
   
   CHAPTER 46
 
    
 
   After speaking to Vaughn and Jaylene, I didn’t return directly to Bran on the dance floor. Too many thoughts whirling through my head. Van. Washington D.C. Bran. Always Bran. How was he going to take the news of Dominique’s involvement? How much did he already know? Was he using me or was there really something between us? Man to woman, not warlock to witch.
 
   I stepped outside the crowded, loud bar area to the dark night surrounding the bottom-lit pool, the water still and quiet, the underwater classical music pumped through the pool switched off. Bran had told me the name of the designer who created the vanishing-edge design where the chairs appeared to sit in the water and not around it. Just one more of our differences. Bran knew designers by name; I couldn’t give a rip. All I cared about right then was the fact the area was empty, the sounds of the bar music were muted here, like the thrum of a distant heartbeat.
 
   I had barely taken a deep breath when Bran spoke from behind me, his voice as deep and intoxicating as the tropical air.
 
   “You disappeared?”
 
   Ever since the Maldives I’d been uber aware of him. How like him to ask about where I’d been, even if the patient-to-doctor tone meant we kept each other at arm’s length. “Just needed some air.”
 
   He slipped his hands over my shoulders, anchoring me in place, forcing me to be aware of their weight, their texture against my bare skin. Without words he pulled me back toward him until his body heat encircled mine, his hands slipping down to curl around my waist, his chin resting against my head.
 
   The first time since Bali he’d treated me as a woman and not an employee under his watch. 
 
   So easy to simply forget here—surrounded by him. And why shouldn’t I? He wasn’t a thief even if he might be hiding one. Besides, I sensed him untwisting some, and I wasn’t about to snatch that away from him too soon. We’d both been in knots for too long.
 
   “I worry about you,” he whispered along my hair. “I don’t want you out of my sight.”
 
   Ditto, but for different reasons. 
 
   I shifted, turning myself until I could gaze up at him, his face angled and stark in the shadows. His voice sounded harsh, wrenched from him. 
 
   “Bran, I never meant what’s between us—”
 
   He laid a finger upon my lips. “Meant or not, there is an us. Wanted or not. Feeling held at arm’s length by you doesn’t sit well, even if you are a powerful witch and don’t need me.”
 
   So I wasn’t alone. He’d been as impacted as I had, willing to voice the words I tripped over even in my thoughts.
 
   Too bad though. Day after tomorrow I’d be walking away from him, leaving his world so alien to my own. I’d come to do a job, one that was nearing completion with the outcome still unclear. He would be hurt, a pain I would help inflict if what we’d discovered so far about Dominique turned out to be true. And I still had not discovered her connection to Van’s disappearance. Once I did, all gloves would be off.
 
   When had life become so complicated?
 
   “Bran, there’s no sense—”
 
   “Sense never had anything to do with us.” He paused, then added. “Acies acendo adamo.”
 
   That phrase again. What did it mean?
 
   But the time for thinking was past as he lowered his mouth, covering mine, silencing my protests. I expected heat from him. Fire and power and passion. And passion was there, but buried deep, layered beneath the care, the gentleness.
 
   His lips brushed against mine, coaxing rather than devouring. Asking instead of demanding. So non-warlock I was stunned.
 
   I stepped closer, wrapped within his arms, wrapped within him.
 
   This was no longer cage rattling but inevitability. Consequences could be weighed and measured tomorrow; tonight I simply wanted. I was an agent, but I was also a woman. I was a witch who knew better than to fall for a warlock. I was too far gone to weigh the consequences. Tonight I made my choice.
 
   I was the one who deepened the kiss. Opening my mouth to him, tasting and teasing him with my tongue, with my hands in his hair, with my body sliding along his. I didn’t care if he was warlock or demon; I just wanted him, all of him.
 
   His groan met my sigh. When he raised his head, I was steadied only by the force of his arms cradling me.
 
   “You’re sure?”
 
   I simply nodded.
 
   “Your room or mine.” His words were not a question, though choice still lay in the balance.
 
   “Doesn’t matter.” I cast my lot.
 
   His grin was the first true one I’d ever seen from him.
 
   He snagged my hand when a voice hailed us from the lounge.
 
   “Bran?”
 
   “Later, Dom.” 
 
   “But I need—”
 
   “I said later.” He didn’t glance back, but I did. Rage tightened Dominique’s features, rage and fear.
 
   “You’re with me tonight,” Bran tugged me along, his voice raw with need. “Only with me.”
 
   “No problem,” I lied, but I’d deal with that later, too. Tonight there was only one agenda. The one between a man and a woman.
 
   We reached Bran’s room first. The penthouse, of course, the man did style well. His fingers shook as he key-coded his door, the awkwardness another first. 
 
   It was good to know I wasn’t the only one with nerves.
 
   We slipped into darkness; a huge space, though I saw little as he ignored the lights.
 
   Fine by me. 
 
   He scooped me into his arms as if I’d escape otherwise and stepped to the bed, releasing me only to slide along his length to the floor.
 
   “At last,” he whispered, using his hands to memorize my face, the sweep of my neck, the cup of my head. 
 
   I let him explore, savoring his touch, his attention to detail, my responsiveness. My knees quaked, my blood pounded, my heart stuttered.
 
   His hands brushed the strap of my gown, a tremble in the motion.
 
   “Be careful of the dress,” I smiled against his shirt in the darkness. “It costs a fortune.”
 
   Instead of answering he clenched his fist in the silk and ripped.
 
   The dress shredded.
 
   He stilled my intake of breath with a kiss. Another kiss followed, a whisper along my cheek. “The dress was in my way.”
 
   “Obviously.” I swallowed more words, exposed to the coolness of air conditioning, to the hunger in his eyes. Lightness and gentleness were gone—replaced by raw need. I read his urgency in the tautness of his skin, the flare of his nostrils.
 
   My own breath hitched and held.
 
   “Come here.” He stood only inches away but asked for more. For me to make the first move. Toward him. To accept what he was asking. Even here there was still choice. Still a chance to hold back.
 
   Instead I smiled and closed the gap, my hands raised to wrap around him, the scrape of his clothes rough against my bare skin.
 
   “I’m here,” I whispered. There was no need for more.
 
   His hands curled around my neck, stroked the length of my spine, cupped the curve of my butt as his mouth claimed mine.
 
   Here was the fire, the heat, the controlled passion unleashed.
 
   I was caught in the vortex of a volcano. A warlock volcano. 
 
   My hands clawed at his clothes, desperate to touch. He shucked shirt and pants in a rough, raw move, tumbling us both back on the bed at the same time.
 
   Time flattened. Bodies heated. Neither of us could get enough. Enough touch. Enough taste. Enough connection.
 
   “Please.” It was my whisper coaxing him.
 
   He raised above me, stark in the weak light cast from undraped windows. He paused only long enough for protection before he thrust. Hard. Fast. Deep.
 
   Yet I wanted more. I met him, thrust for thrust, skin slickened between us, breathing harsh, nails digging into flesh.
 
   More, I had to have more.
 
   I rose off the bed, taking him deeper, matching his want, slipping over the edge first, my cry echoing through the room, his joining mine.
 
    I closed my eyes and savored.
 
  
 
   
 
   
   CHAPTER 47
 
    
 
   We lay there, breaths slowing, arms and legs tangled, my hair washed across his damp skin. The thrum of Miami’s South Beach traffic pulsed beyond the windows far below. The chill of the air conditioning had me burrowing closer to his heat.
 
   He tugged the bed cover across my shoulders.
 
   “We could get under the sheets,” he said, his voice low and satiated.
 
   “Too much energy.” I kissed his chest, tickling my lips with his dark hair.
 
   “Yeah, got to save our strength.”I heard the smile in his voice. I raised my head just enough to see the curve of his lips. Those sinful, sweetly seductive lips. “You’ve got plans for something?”
 
   “Yeah.” He grinned. “Figure it’ll take at least three days.”
 
   That quick reality slammed into me. Time. A very limited quantity between us, though he didn’t know how limited. Washington D.C. was day after tomorrow. 
 
   I already ached, aware of the only possible ending between us, just around the corner.
 
   I laid my head back against his chest.
 
   “I lost you,” he said the words as statement more than question. “Something I need to know about?”
 
   Not yet. I wanted a little more time before the outside world intruded and forced us apart.
 
   “Franco’s going to be pissed over that ruined dress.”My ploy worked. He laughed. A slow rumble in his chest until he curled his hands around my shoulders and tumbled me beneath him once again.
 
   “Then we’d better make sure you suck up to Franco’s boss.”
 
   I returned his grin. “Oh, sucking is now involved?”
 
   “Among other things.”
 
   My answer was lost in his kiss.
 
  
 
   
 
   
   CHAPTER 48
 
    
 
   “You look relaxed.” Jaylene raised arched brows at me late the next morning. “Must have been a mighty fine night.”
 
   “You’ve got a gutter mind.” I reached for the coffee carafe in the dining room, aware no others stood near.
 
   “Oh, yeah, baby, I do.” Jaylene’s speculative expression deepened. “And a very active imagination. “Was he as good as—”
 
   “Get a life.” I brushed past her.
 
   “Thought so.” Jaylene sipped her own coffee, leaving a bright red lipstick ring on the cup’s edge as she followed me to a window table. A quick glance reassured both of us no parabolic mikes could be used from any nearby building.
 
   But before we could talk, Franco joined us.
 
   “My, my, you two look cozy,” he fluttered, a little edgier than usual. Which said a lot.
 
   I ignored him and spoke to Jaylene. “You’ll get used to Frank here. He’s an acquired taste.”
 
   “Sort of like beets?” she asked with a shiver, eyeing Franco over the edge of her cup. “Never have gotten used to beets.”
 
   “All I’m saying.” Franco slipped into the chair beside me, jostling my arm and spilling coffee with his move. “Is you two seem to have become fast friends awfully quick. Very buddy buddy.”
 
   “We have very common interests,” I mumbled, wiping coffee from my jeans. “Like surviving nosy tour managers who butt in where they’re not wanted.”
 
   “You’re wounding me.” Franco placed a hand over his heart but made no move to leave. “Seriously, ladies, I need your help.”
 
   I choked on a sip of coffee. “You want what?”
 
   “I’m worried.” He glanced around him before speaking. “Have you seen Dominique today? Ghastly, simply ghastly. I’m afraid the poor woman is losing her control.” He eyed me. “And we do know the woman personifies control.”
 
   I set my cup down before asking “And what do you want us to do?”
 
   “Well.” He leaned closer. “You two, being the new girls, might notice what others are missing.”
 
   “Such as?”
 
   “You know, you might see someone who doesn’t look like they belong. Who might be bothering Dominique.”
 
   “Are you saying you think someone’s threatening her?” Jaylene asked, her face betraying only mild curiosity.
 
   “I don’t know what the problem is.” Franco released a dramatic sigh. “But I do know an unhappy Dominique makes an unhappy group.”
 
   “Maybe it’s PMS?” Jaylene offered.
 
   “Pahleeze,” Franco’s response was accompanied by a dramatic eye roll. “I’m around enough women daily to know the difference between hormones and...and—”
 
   “And?” I asked, my lips twitching, realizing I might even miss Franco.
 
   “And something else.” His tone became very serious. “I don’t like the way she’s behaving, that’s all. Not one bit and tomorrow we arrive in D.C.”
 
   My shoulders tensed. “And that has significance because?”
 
   “Dahling, you must have heard. The gala reception? Kennedy Center. Everyone who’s anyone.”
 
   “We’ve had receptions at every stop we’ve made.”
 
   “Don’t be dense, poppet. Those were small potatoes.”
 
   “Enlighten me,” I said. “I’m a pig farmer’s daughter, not a potato farmer’s.”
 
   “So you haven’t heard?” Franco glanced between both of us. “But then you might not, word only just arrived hours ago.”
 
   “Spell the words out here, Frank.” At this rate Washington D.C. would be two cities behind us before we received any news.
 
   “Well,” Franco lowered his voice. “Bran will be given an award. For creativity in the arts. Very posh affair at the Kennedy Center.”
 
   “Bully for him,” Jaylene said drolly.
 
   “Oh, but it’s a very great honor. Only three people will be presented with the award.” He looked at us both. “Dahlings, everyone who is anyone will be there, must I repeat that.”
 
   More schmoozing and cruising. “That’s nice,” I said.
 
   “Well, I’d think associating with the First Lady would be a bit more than nice.”
 
   I caught Jaylene’s narrowing of her eyes, before she steeled her voice to a calm tone. “The First Lady—what does she have to do with anything?”
 
   “She’s the one who’s going to present the award to Bran.”
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
   CHAPTER 49
 
    
 
   That evening the Blue Door Restaurant was ultra high-society. Only moments ago heads bobbled as some rapper with a non-Idaho guy name—Puffy, Baby, Booboo—floated through the entryway. Bran and I were tucked away in a private alcove so I could ignore him to study the menu. There wasn’t a decent hamburger or sausage dog anywhere on the menu filled with fancy French words and unfamiliar ingredients. Plus no prices. Who didn’t put price tags on their menus?
 
   “You’re too quiet.” Bran regarded me across the crisp linen tablecloth, his hands stroking a crystal stemware glass, its dark, red liquid reflecting candlelight. The same hands that stroked me last night. Same sensuous movement. Same intoxicating spell cast. One more minute and I’d start begging.
 
   I clenched my hands in my lap instead. 
 
   “Alex?” Bran prodded. “You want to tell me what’s upsetting you?”
 
   I leaned forward, sucking in a deep breath. Now or never. “What do you know about this award function in D.C.?”
 
   “You’ve heard about that?” He cast his gaze down. Embarrassed or hiding something? “The whole affair is of no importance to me.” He fingered the glass stem tighter. “I’d temporarily forgotten.”
 
   “You can’t afford to forget. There’s too much at risk to have meetings with major dignitaries slip under the radar. It’s important and it’s business.”
 
   “What do you want to know?”
 
   “Who set it up?”
 
   He shrugged. “Dom—she handles these types of affairs.”
 
   Bingo. “And how long has your cousin known about the arrangements?”
 
   The lines bracketing his eyes tightened before he replied, “Far as I know the award concept had been presented as a possibility months ago. Yesterday Dom told me the arrangements had been finalized. Why?”
 
   “We don’t know for sure.” 
 
   “We? You mean your agency?”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   His lips quirked into a cynical smile. “And how much does your agency know about us?”
 
   My stomach took a dive. “What kind of question is that?”
 
   “An honest one.” His voice deepened, his face looking dark and enigmatic in the flickering light, more demon than warlock now. “So, tell me Alex, was last night about us or about business?”
 
   I reached for my own wine, swigging it as if water. “Last night had nothing to do with the agency.” 
 
   “You sure?”
 
   “That’s a cheap slam.”
 
   This conversation was not going as planned. I was the one meant to call the shots, not get blasted by them. Warlocks always had to have the last say, it was a part of their need to control.
 
   “Is the question so outrageous to ask?” He leaned back in his chair, the buzz of conversations around us contrasting with the pocket of strained silence between us. “I’m curious where we stand?”
 
   “Can we get back to business?” I released a sigh when the waiter interrupted my next words. A steaming bowl of fist-sized shrimp and tempura-fried leeks in a pomegranate sauce was slid before me.
 
   The dish smelled divine. Too bad my appetite had flatlined.
 
   Bran nodded the waiter off, ignoring his own Maine lobster as he asked. “Will you be attending the award ceremony with me?”
 
   Better question was would it serve the mission or would my part in the mission be finished by then?
 
   “I don’t know, it all depends,” I answered truthfully, my throat raw.
 
   “Let me rephrase.” He leaned forward. “Regardless of any business between us, will you be attending the event with me?”
 
   “Don’t be ridiculous.” The exasperated words escaped before I could tamp them down. At the flare of his nostrils, I added, “I won’t need to be circulating in that crowd. Not as your date.”
 
   “So our being together does all come down to business.” He sounded hurt, but that couldn’t be. He knew the score from the beginning. We’d had sex, that’s all.
 
   “I don’t know why you’re upset.” My fork remained on the table, my hands wadded together in my lap. “Why are you acting like this?”
 
   “Acting? Who’s acting here?”
 
   “I don’t know—”
 
   “Acies acendo adamo,” he murmured, his ice cold voice chilling me.
 
   Fine, two could play the emotion game. Only my emotion raged hot. My father warned me about my temper, but Dad was far away and this arrogant warlock was pissing me off. “Don’t you spout your dead languages at me. I’m tired of pussyfooting around you and cousin dearest.”
 
   He spoke volumes with a quirked brow.
 
   I lowered my voice and leaned toward him. “Do you know a man named Vaverek?”
 
   He shook his head, his gaze lasered on mine.
 
   Time to go for broke. “Do you know a man named Van?”
 
   “I might. It’s an unusual name but not unknown. Does this Van have a surname?”
 
   “Noziak.” The word tasted cardboard dry in my mouth. “Van Noziak.”
 
   His head tilted before he spoke in a very calm and measured tone. “He is related to you?”
 
   “My brother.” 
 
   The intensity in his gaze deepened. “You expect me to know your brother?”
 
   I tried to use a quick sensing spell to determine if he spoke the truth but his warlock defenses were locked into place.
 
   In for a penny, in for a pound. “My brother is being held by a man named Vaverek. Held and tortured.”
 
   “And you think I’m involved in this?” He leaned forward, his voice pitched low and intense. 
 
   “I don’t know,” I knew the truth damned me. Around me the air stilled, sounds quieted into unnatural stillness, but I didn’t care. I wanted to know what Bran knew and I wanted to know now. “I know your cousin is involved. Since you two are so close. . .”
 
   The temperature in the room dropped twenty degrees. I glanced around, realizing that the silence was not because people had stopped talking, but because they were frozen, caught in time. Bran was spell casting even if he didn’t realize it.
 
   What kind of power did he possess to silence a whole room of people in mid-action? Oh, wait, this is a warlock that brought me back from the dead; why was I surprised?
 
   I sent out a guarding spell. Not for me, but for the innocents who didn’t know how deadly an angry warlock could be.
 
   “Last night, Alex? Was that a means to an end?”
 
   “Last night has nothing to do with anything else.” Why did my throat ache and my eyes sting?
 
   “You’re wrong. I think you’re hiding from the truth.”
 
   “What truth? You wouldn’t know the truth if it bit your backside. Dominique is involved up to her groomed eyebrows, yet you protect her.” I slammed my mangled napkin on the table. “You ignore reality, to what? To sell dresses? To keep up an illusion of the great Bran fashionista empire. My brother’s life is on the line and yet you keep blocking me.”
 
   “Blocking you? You’ve been using me all along.” His voice now sounded like ice–cold, controlled, killer ice. The far windows rattled and a breeze whipped through the still room, fluttering tablecloths, erasing the flicker of candles. “Our relationship has been one big game to you. With me as a pawn.”
 
   I shivered in my chair, feeling his will pressing against me. No way was I going to roll over and let his power flatten me. I called forth my magic and pushed back. Little by little and watched his eyes widen in surprise.
 
    “Think what you want to think.” I gritted my teeth to hold against him. “But I’m protecting you by telling you what I have. You don’t care about me. About my brother. You don’t care about anything except covering for your bitch of a cousin and yourself.” 
 
   “I don’t know anything about your brother. Why should I care about him? Why should I be held accountable for thwarting you when you don’t trust me enough to tell me about him?”
 
   Why didn’t he understand? I was risking my career, possibly my life and the lives of my teammates trying to prove him innocent? 
 
   “Someone once said to me,  ‘I don’t need protection’.” 
 
   Oh, but he did. And I was trying. I was really trying here.
 
   “I protected you, too.” His voice sounded heavy now.
 
   “When?”
 
   “All along.”
 
   I wanted to say something, break the tension stretching between us, but I didn’t. I held my tongue. As painful as this was it might be for the best. Slice me now, or later, what did it matter?
 
   The roll of power between us roiled and spread.
 
   I bit the inside fold of my lip till I tasted coppery blood and watched him wait for my words. The words I wouldn’t say.
 
   He folded his napkin and slid it onto the tablecloth. So freaking powerful to act so calm and controlled while sweat broke out on my skin, my heart kicking into high gear to hold against him.
 
   Warlocks and witches. I should have listened to my first reaction to this man. He could destroy me like a gnat. 
 
   He stood. “When you’re ready to deal with me as a woman, and not as a chess player, I’ll be here. Until then—” He scorched me with his look but didn’t finish his sentence before he walked away.
 
   Once he left the room the pressure popped, noise rushed back into the void, waiters glanced around as if wondering what happened.
 
   I sucked air in ragged gulps, waiting for my nerves to settle, my heart to slow.
 
   “Is there a problem, Miss?” a white jacketed waiter had materialized at my side.
 
   Oh, yeah. A big problem and I’d blown handling it on so many levels.
 
  
 
   
 
   
   CHAPTER 50
 
    
 
   In the tour home late the next day, I stepped back from Franco, ignoring the clients and models circulating  through the formal dining and living rooms. Would he take the bait I so juicily dangled before him? My plan was to roust Dominique while protecting as many people as I could. 
 
   Franco looked confused, then skeptical, with pinched lines between his brows. “You? An IRS agent?”
 
   What? I didn’t look brainy enough? “That’s what I said.”
 
   “I didn’t know the IRS had field agents.” He pressed two fingers to his lips. Leave it to Frankie-O to latch onto the one technical glitch in my plan. The man must have been a flea in a past life; he so unerringly knew how to make me itch.
 
   “That’s why we’re so effective.” I was lying, but he didn’t have to know that. By the time he realized he’d been used the tour would be over, Dominique would be arrested, and all would be well with the world again.
 
   Almost.
 
   I leaned closer. “I need your help here, Franco.”
 
   “Why my help?” His eyes narrowed.
 
   Crud. The man hadn’t backed away from good gossip and being the first-to-know since I’d joined the tour. Why now?
 
   “Because you’re closer to Dominique than anyone else on the tour.” I lowered my voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “It’d make sense that you’d be the one to tell her what you’ve discovered.”
 
   “Not Bran?” A furrow joined his frown.
 
   I released a huff of air. “I’m trying to keep this simple here, not complicate everything.”
 
   “And my telling Dominique that you’re an IRS field agent investigating her does what?”
 
   Where was a hot curling iron when I needed one?
 
   “I told you. I can’t blow my cover, but the rumor is she’s meeting with someone here in D.C. to launder money.”
 
   Franco’s brows vee’d so deep a slalom skier could have used the trench.
 
   I continued, “I don’t know if the rumor is true or not. But if it is true, and she knows she’s being watched—”
 
   “Then she won’t meet with this person.”
 
   “Exactly.” Or just the opposite, but Franco didn’t need to know how devious undercover work could be. He was a civilian after all. A prick, but a civilian prick.
 
   “And you want to protect Dominique because of—”
 
   “Because of Bran.” This part was only a half-lie. Exposing Dominique would save Bran, long term; short-term, it’d destroy the only family he had. 
 
   But Franco had to be given a reason that made sense, and if that required me to play caring lover, so be it. Two days ago it would have been bought without question. But now?
 
   “But I thought you and Bran were on the outs?” Franco’s face took on the highly expectant look I associated with him whenever gossip was to be consumed.
 
   “We had a small misunderstanding.” I avoided Franco’s too penetrating gaze, while Bran’s words echoed in my mind. “You’re using me.” 
 
   Here it was true. Not earlier, but here, yes.
 
   “Look.” I forced a shrug. “I came to you because I trusted you.” Not as far as I could throw him, but he was a slender guy. “I thought you’d want to help Bran.”
 
   Finally, some real truth.
 
   “And.” The words gagged in my throat. “Because deep down I know you’re a good guy and wouldn’t want to see innocent people get hurt.”
 
   Something came and went in his gaze, before his usual cynical smile returned. “And what do I get out of this?”
 
   Okay, this Franco I recognized.
 
   I stepped closer. “You get to be right in the middle of all the action.” 
 
   His grin notched up. The man positively buzzed. “The middle? Will I have to testify, because I don’t want—”
 
   “No testifying.” This I could reassure him on. “Just between you and me.”
 
   “And Bran? Will he know?”
 
   “Maybe later. After all is done and Dominique has been contained. But you know he’s protective of his cousin and may want to jump in and save her from herself if he can.”
 
   There was that “p” word. Bran should have it made into his legal first name. Later I’d have to ask Fraulein Fassbinder if protectiveness was a trait of certain kinds of warlocks. 
 
   Franco nodded his head slowly. “I see. You’re so right, Bran would save Dominique, no matter what the cost to him. So I am the only one that can help you.”
 
   Sad but true. “Yes,” I kept my tone sincere even as I laid my next words on a little thickly. “The success of the mission is all up to you. I’m trusting you to get the job done.” 
 
   “Then, I’ll do it.” He straightened his shoulders, resembling a banty-cock rooster heading toward the hen house. 
 
   “Good.” Take the win, Alex. “Just let me know when you’ve shared the news.”
 
   “Because?”
 
   I straightened until I towered over him, bringing home my point. “Because I want to know.”
 
   “Don’t get your feathers ruffled.” He shook his head. “I was only asking.”
 
   “Then we’re clear?”
 
   “Perfectly.” He examined his nails. “But you didn’t mention if I was to be paid for this or not?”
 
   Good grief, the man was a mercenary prick.
 
   “Think glory, action, power,” I hummed, enunciating each word separately. “This is not about money, but about saving a good man—”
 
   “Bran.”
 
   “Yes, Bran.” I stumbled only a little over his name. “And about making sure Dominique doesn’t hurt him anymore.”
 
   Franco’s face turned hard and serious; the transformation was so dramatic, I stepped back, even as he asked, “Is Dominique behind Sasha’s death? Has your investigation uncovered anything about that?”
 
   “No.” Not yet, but we would. Not that Franco would ever be privy to that intel. “Sasha’s death is unrelated to the IRS investigation as far as I know.”
 
   “Then why was she killed?”
 
   “I don’t know.” I shook my head. “I really don’t know.”
 
   “If I find out—”
 
   The man really had taken the model’s death personally. Or maybe it was his being framed for the murder that still rankled.
 
   “Look, Franco, let’s take this one step at a time. You talk to Dominique. We both protect Bran. Then we find out who killed Sasha. A deal?”
 
   “A deal.” Franco raised his chin—a warrior rooster. “I shall go find Dominique now.”
 
   Excellent. I smiled.
 
   But Franco wasn’t finished. “About Bran,” he said.
 
   Should have figured it was too easy.
 
   “What about him?” My words sounded only slightly strained.
 
   “He’s hurting. I can see it.” I pushed down the bile churning through my stomach as Franco continued. “For what it’s worth, I believe he truly cares for you.”
 
   Great, more acid on the open wound. 
 
   “Thank you, Franco.” I offered a weaker smile. “I appreciate that.” Like vinegar in a knife cut.
 
   “Good. It’s important that you know.”
 
   “Dominique?” 
 
   “Yes.” He nodded. “I go now.”
 
   I didn’t release my breath until he disappeared from view.
 
   Phase one complete. On to Phase two.
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
   CHAPTER 51
 
    
 
   “The toss away phone is being used near you,” Kelly said.
 
   The tour residence was nearly deserted, which was great timing. Everyone had headed to the Kennedy Center, prepping for the events in a few hours. 
 
   “You there Alex?” Kelly asked, still on the phone.
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Problem?”
 
   “No. Just a feeling.” The worms in my gullet kind of feeling when something wasn’t going right. I hadn’t heard from Franco yet, but it made sense the little man had spoken to Dominique. The use of the throw away phones indicated that much. So what was happening and where? 
 
    Dominique most likely was somewhere in the rambling house. I glanced out the nearest window. The driveway area was empty except for a pair of security guards hired to patrol the grounds. Bran’s way of making everyone feel safer.
 
   Protector warlock. 
 
   Or Dominique’s way to keeping control of this location. Which was it?
 
   Since most of the tour needed to catch a taxi to get into town, the lack of vehicles didn’t reveal a lot. But the quiet in the house did. I decided I’d do a quick look around. What could it hurt?
 
   Then I heard the gunshot.
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
  
 
   CHAPTER  52
 
    
 
   At least it sounded like a muffled gunshot from one of the upper rooms. Backfire? Or was it nerves?
 
   No one was moving or reacting. Not that there were a lot of bodies around the place.
 
   I tried to cast a quick sensing spell to find out who was still in the house, but nothing happened. Absolutely nothing. I might not be a great witch, but even a novice could do a sensing spell so what was up?
 
   I left the lower floor room for a quick walk about. It took only a few seconds for me to come upon two security guards at the bottom of the stairway, rough looking brutes who halted me before I showed them my badge as a tour member. My ring heated, alerting me to the fact they weren’t human. Weres was my guess, but I didn’t have a clue what kind. Since they weren’t moving, and no other shots sounded, maybe I was making up things?
 
   So what was going on?
 
   “Hey, guys, hear anything out of the ordinary?” I asked the guards.
 
   Glances zipped between them as scowls increased. That was the one thing you could count on with Weres, they all had anger management issues. Any perceived slight was an excuse to get pissed off or go into battle. 
 
   One mumbled. “No one’s here. No noise.”
 
   Try again. I smiled, hoping it looked like a smile and not a grimace. Obviously these guys had been hired by Dragon Lady which is why they were lying. I glanced again at the stairway. Whatever I’d heard had been upstairs, so that’s where I needed to go. 
 
   “Then it’ll be okay to run upstairs?” Surprised how casual I could sound, but then I’d been raised around shifters. They made Weres seem like pussy cats.
 
   “Why?” One guard growled, another clue he was hiding something.
 
   “I left my hairdresser’s tote in one of the upper rooms.”
 
   “I don’t know if—”
 
   “I’ll be needing it later.” I deepened my smile—the move worked for the models all the time.
 
   One brute frowned at the other. Obviously quick thinking wasn’t high on their employment requirements. Or that feminine smile thing really worked. Go figure.
 
   “Make it fast,” the other said.
 
   “No problem.” It was the truth. Earlier I’d made sure my silver valise had been brought into the house with the personal luggage, meaning it should be in one of the upper private rooms. One of which Dominique might be in, too, if she was here. 
 
   I headed up to the second floor, aware two sets of eyes watched my every move until I disappeared down the upstairs hallway. Weres didn’t depend only on visual ability; they also were masters of scent. But around a corner and in a closed room there should be nothing to alert them that I wasn’t where I should be.
 
   A quick glance at the rooms indicated they were all empty. What now? Dominique’s, Bran’s, and the largest of the guest rooms were on the third floor.
 
   Did I have time to keep hunting before the guards got restless? Didn’t matter. There had been a sound above and to the rear of the house.
 
   A servant’s set of stairs at the end of one hallway ended the debate. A quick scout around and I’d have my answer. 
 
   I listened for footsteps as I climbed to the higher level—the goons moving around, or a hint that Dominique might be around, but so far the house had been eerily quiet.
 
   With one foot into the third floor hallway I heard a voice. A muttered oath. A man’s voice. Then a hard thump, followed by silence.
 
   The noises came from behind a closed door, halfway down the shadowed hall.
 
   Two options. Assume I could handle it, whatever it was, or sneak into one of the empty rooms, call for my team as backup and wait. But the team was at the Watergate looking at security issues and couldn’t be here for at least forty minutes.
 
   But if someone was in trouble, waiting wasn’t an option. Besides, I was a Noziak. I’d grown up learning how to take care of myself, and that was before the agency training. Pitted against shifters since birth meant I wasn’t afraid of much, but then my brothers had usually pulled their punches. Unless I got them angry and then I learned to duck and run. On the other hand, I wasn’t stupid.
 
   I decided to give a heads up to the team, in case I was making a big mistake; at least they’d know where to look for my body. Punching in a quick text message to Kelly, who’d be monitoring her phone, I turned off and pocketed my cell, swallowed deeply and headed down the hall as quietly as possible.
 
   A different voice reached me. A woman’s voice this time. Dominique.
 
   Crap, that couldn’t be good.
 
   I paused, sucking in my breath, hearing the thrum of my heart beating faster.
 
   “Don’t do anything foolish,” Dominique said, as a door squeaked open. “You’ll live if you don’t act stupidly.” 
 
   I pressed against the nearest door jam, reaching for the door handle and turning just as high heels clicked two rooms over.
 
   Nipping into the empty room I waited. The tat-a-tat echo of heels receded.
 
   Dominique had left.
 
   Sticking my head out to make sure, I scurried to the closed door.
 
   It wasn’t locked.
 
   A good sign or? I pressed the door open slowly; more guards could be on the other side. 
 
   But they weren’t. Someone else was.
 
   “Bran?” He lay crumpled on the floor, motionless.
 
   A quick glance registered two impressions. No guards and Franco tied to a chair, blood streaming down his right shoulder. 
 
   “Damn.” I rushed to Bran first, feeling a pulse along his neck. Alive. Thank the Spirits. I whirled toward Franco whose eyes were rolling back in his head.
 
   “What happened?” I demanded, keeping my voice low as I reached his chair. “Who-”
 
   “Dom.” It wasn’t Franco answering, but Bran, shaking his head and rolling to his side. “She’s coming back.”
 
   I was scouting for something to stop Franco’s bleeding. I grabbed a sheet from a nearby bed, using my teeth to rip it, keeping one eye on Bran lurching groggily to his feet.
 
   Franco groaned as I applied a wad of cloth to his shoulder and pressed hard.
 
   “Help me,” I directed Bran. “We’ve got to get this stopped. Can you heal him?”
 
   Bran shook his head, which looked like it hurt like all get out. “Can’t,” he mumbled.
 
   “Why not? You helped me.” Did I have to spell it out to him—yacht, foredeck, his bringing me back from the dead, which is what Franco could be if we didn’t get help.
 
   “I placed an anti-magic ward around the house. No magic can be used inside or out.”
 
   No wonder my casting spell hadn’t worked. My hands actually shook I was so angry. “Why’d you do a stupid thing like—” 
 
   “He did it for me, my dear,” Dominique’s voice slapped against me like a wet towel on bare skin.
 
   I kept my fingers pressed against the bleeding wound but shifted my gaze. 
 
   Yup, there was Dominique, looking very un-Dominique-like. 
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
   CHAPTER  53
 
    
 
   So this was what a Grimple looked like; three-headed, two heads looking very reptilian while the third head looked like Dominique’s human head only on a stick, a long, sinuous neck that made watching her bobbing heads hard. Her body looked like a cross between a crocodile and a boar. The room reeked of cinnamon and sandalwood as her red-rimmed eyes glared.
 
   Not a good look for her at all.
 
   The only human looking part of her besides that talking head was her left hand, very regal, cool, collected, and deadly with her fingers wrapped around a snub-nosed revolver. A revolver pointed right at me.
 
   Funny, I figured the Dragon Lady for a more elegant weapon. Or a more elegant “otherness.” Crap, if I looked like her in my natural state I’d be psycho, too. Which was just my mind babbling as I tried to figure out what to do.
 
   “Dom.” Bran stood now, looking as stable as a wheat stalk in a wind storm. “Is that you?”
 
   Okay, good news. Bran wasn’t used to seeing his cousin in her Grimple form, which meant he was probably unaware of how dangerous she really was.
 
   “Poor Bran,” Dominique cooed. “Having a really bad day.”
 
   Ouch. The woman did vicious very well.
 
   I ignored Dominique; not necessarily a wise move, but a necessary one if I was going to get Franco’s wound stabilized. 
 
   “Bran, I need your help.” His moving to my side took care of two issues, creating distance between him and Dominique and helping me save Franco’s life. If I could. “Tie this cloth tight while I keep the pressure on.”
 
   “Don’t bother, he’ll be dead before you can get help,” Dominique said from the doorway, her form morphing back into her human-like persona, which was easier on the eyes, but no less deadly. Especially with the smug smirk to her lips. She waved in one of the goons from the stairwell. He was half-changed, a natural reaction to the fear or fight response. I swore I could see long fangs erupting from his mouth. 
 
   What was he? A warthog Were?
 
   And why could these guys shift but magic not be employed? 
 
   “I’m impressed, hairdresser,” Dominique purred, “You don’t seem surprised.”
 
   Would keeping her engaged buy me some time to create a survival plan? Or cause her to lash out—kill simply for the sake of killing? Why didn’t we have more information on Grimples?
 
   “Elmer, search her for a weapon,” Dominique ordered as if she were ordering take out. “Take any phones or electronics.”
 
   Elmer? Who called a thug Elmer? Man must have compensation issues. A warthog Were named Elmer.
 
   He also had hands that belonged on a blacksmith. His pat down was brief but thorough, and rough, especially since I kept my own hands tight against Franco’s shoulder.
 
   In seconds my cell phone was pocketed, as well as my ring and my ankle anathema. What damage did they think I could do with a ring? Plenty, with the way I was feeling right then.
 
   Bran stepped closer to me, replacing my hands with his; a good idea as he could apply pressure over a broader area. Up close I could see the bruise darkening his temple. He’d been hit with a vengeance.
 
   “You won’t get away with this,” I said as I slid behind Franco, pulling my makeshift tourniquet tight.
 
   “Why? Because you’re IRS?” The woman laughed, a sound echoing through the empty mansion. “Don’t be so naive. By the time anyone finds you, I’ll be long gone, enjoying the fruits of my labors.”
 
   “You mean the synthetic drug?”
 
   That little tidbit deflated the other woman’s sails and for a second I thought she was going to morph again as her eyes reddened and her face elongated. I swore I could hear her hiss as she demanded, “What do you know about the drug?” The gun quivered in the manicured hand.
 
   “I know everything.”
 
   “What drug?” Bran cast glances between his cousin and me, as if he didn’t know who was scarier. I wanted to tell him, welcome to my world, but I needed all my focus to keep Franco alive and Dominique engaged.
 
   “The drug that enabled your dear cousin here to stage the thefts.” I answered his question even as I hated slamming Bran with the news this way, but then again, I wasn’t the one setting the scene. “A drug that forced unsuspecting victims to act against their will.”
 
   I turned to Dominique, going for broke. “Weren’t you powerful enough as you are? Or are you compensating for being such a butt ugly creature?”
 
   “My, my, my, what a busy little IRS agent you’ve been, if that’s what you really are.” She wasn’t acting the way I expected, but maybe Grimples thrived on confrontation. “And here I thought only our Franco was a government mole.”
 
   Franco? 
 
   I glanced at Bran, but it was Dominique who answered my unspoken question. “Oh, how droll. Secrets between lovers. You mean Bran didn’t share the scintillating fact that Franco here is a British agent?”
 
   I looked Bran in the eye as he said, “MI-6.”
 
   The prick was British Intelligence? No way. No freaking way. 
 
   I grappled with the news. Bran knew. Two undercover agents. Two government investigations. No wonder this whole mission had been like waltzing through landmines. And I’ll-protect-you-Bran knew all along. 
 
   Served me right for trusting a warlock.
 
   I glanced at Dominique, my brain scrambling, my words lethally cold. “You know what this means?”
 
   “That it’ll bring me immense pleasure to silence you both?”
 
   “No. That not one, but two governments will be on your tail if anything happens to either of us. And at least one of those agencies will know to look for you as human and Grimple.”
 
   “And that’s supposed to worry me?” The woman smiled her snake-smile. “Humans can be so droll. And foolish. Even human witches who get in way over their heads.”
 
   She knew? Then I caught where her gaze landed. On Bran.
 
   Dominique laughed, a short barking sound etched by acid. “You really did not think my cousin could hide anything from me, now did you?”
 
   I refused to look at Bran, refused to feel the disappointment welling up deep inside. All the time he’d been sharing with his cousin what I shared with him. Could I have been a bigger fool?”
 
   That laugh came again. “Oh, don’t be too hard on him, darling; he had little choice. Did you Bran?”
 
   What the—?
 
   “Enough, Dominique. You’ve won.” Bran kept his hands pressed against Franco’s shoulder but turned his head to pin his cousin with a look so lethal I was surprised it didn’t singe her. “You’ve destroyed my world. Used me. Used my powers. Now leave.”
 
   Dominique shrugged.
 
   “No, wait!” I shouted, pushing aside Bran’s words to deal with later. Right now I needed some answers. 
 
   “You wish to beg for your life, puny witch?”
 
   Maybe it was a good thing Bran had been forced to ward the house against magic because right then I would have ignored the promise to my father and pulverized the bitch.
 
   But if she was gone, so was the chance to find Van.
 
   I straightened. “Tell me about Vaverek,” I demanded, catching Bran’s stilling beside me. So he did know something and had kept that hidden from me, too. Had there been anything honest between us?
 
   “So you know about Vaverek,” Dominique purred, the low rumble of a tiger ready to pounce.
 
   Time to go for broke. “Yes. And the Seekers, too.” 
 
   Her eyes widened, just a fraction, but enough for me to notice. “If you know about them then you know you are doomed.”
 
   And that meant what?
 
   As if reading my thoughts she continued. “All humans are doomed.” Her smiled ratcheted up in a gloating, smug way. 
 
   “Does Vaverek have my brother?” I asked, holding my breath, knowing I was pushing things but it wasn’t like I had a lot to lose.
 
   “You mean your shifter brother?” she said, all deadly sweet.
 
   And my heart plummeted. All this time she’d known. Here I’d been pussy footing around playing agent for the IR team. I’d failed my brother. 
 
   “You promised you would not hurt him,” Bran interjected, keeping his gaze averted, stomping on what was left of my emotions. He’d lied to me, even as he threw it in my face that I was using him. 
 
   I sucked at being an agent. At being a witch. At being a sister.
 
   “I said what you needed to hear, dear cousin,” Dominique’s tone was dry and droll. “If I hadn’t promised, would you have created the non-magic zone around the house?”
 
   At Bran’s dark look, she added, “No, I didn’t think so. Needs must, darling.” She paused and then continued. “Without the non-magic zone your little witch here might have been a problem, but as is, she’s as powerless as you.”
 
   Dragon Lady had it all figured out and wrapped up tight.
 
   “Tell me about Van?” I heard the begging in my voice and didn’t really give a rat’s ass. “Is he alive?”
 
   “Oh, yes, darling.” Dominique’s smile deepened. “He’s too useful to kill. For now.”
 
   Truth? Or more cruelty? I bet on the later.
 
   “Where is he then?” I prodded. “There’s no way I’m a threat to you. I’m trapped. You have all the cards.” Maybe, just maybe, she’d let something slip that I could use to find Van. And if I survived, I could do something.
 
   “That would make things too easy for you,” she laughed. I so was going to take her down if for no other reason than to stop that laugh. “But I will give you an itsy bitsy clue. Just to show you I’m not without a heart.”
 
   Too late for me to believe that. “Where?” I growled the single word.
 
   “Why, in Paris. The city of love and light and soon to be darkness.” She turned to Bran. “Now I must leave, my poppets. Things to do, lives to take, a world to conquer.”
 
   “You can run, but you can’t hide.” But Dominique wasn’t buying the threat. That’s okay, neither was I. She’d gotten away with so much over the last year, why should she be worried now? Whatever she was going to do was about to happen and there wasn’t a damn thing I could do about it unless I found a way to stop her. 
 
   Dominique nodded to her hired guard. The one who showed no signs of changing into his Were persona though I sensed he could if he wanted or needed to. This one had more control than pig-guy Elmer. “Tie them up.” 
 
   “No, wait.” I stepped away from Franco; tied up the man would die, but if I could remain free we stood a chance. A slim one. “What kind of threat are we here?” I glanced around, goading Dominique with my tone. “You’ve got armed guards. We’ll be in a locked room. What possible threat could we be unless—”
 
   “Unless what?”
 
   “You’re afraid of us.” I leveled a big, cat-eating grin in her direction. Human to predator. Some species would take the taunt as a reason to attack, but who knew with a Grimple. “Afraid of me in particular? Which I can understand since I’m—”
 
   “Nothing.” Dominique’s tone could have frozen nose hairs. She glanced at her Rolex. “I’m late.” She eyed me, then Bran still busy with Franco. “Elmer, leave them; they aren’t worth tying up and I’ll be back shortly.” 
 
   She glanced at me, inhaled a deep breath and then blew it out, fanning a thick, dark fog.
 
   Before I could pat myself on the back for giving us a chance Dominique’s breath hit me; like deadly swamp gas the smell came first.
 
   Then the darkness.
 
  
 
   
 
   
   CHAPTER 54
 
    
 
   Stygian shadows surrounded me, thick, inky, cold darkness. I rocked within it, tossing, struggling against a force pressing me down. Where was I? Bran? Where was he? A scream scrambled out of my raw throat.
 
   “Wake up, Alex,” a voice growled next to me. A violent voice.
 
   My eye lids peeled open. I was flat on my back, with Bran looming over me. Warlock Bran, face taunt, eyes wild, his hair looking like he’d been dragging fingers through it. He shook me again, his hands gripping my shoulders so tight they bruised.
 
   I pushed against him, rolling to my side, retching. Nothing came up, but still I gagged, until Bran’s hand appeared beside me, holding a glass of water.
 
   The first sip gave me hope that I’d live. The second made me wonder if living was a good idea. Every muscle in my body ached as if sucked dry. I croaked, “She gone?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “What happened?” I shook my head to clear the fog in it, then wished I hadn’t. Holy mother of sinners, whatever Dominique blew, it was near-lethal.
 
   “Hydrogen sulfide,” Bran said.
 
   I searched for lessons from my first witch instructor. “So it was sewer gas.”
 
   Bran’s voice deepened. “Yes. Toxic with long-term exposure, but in concentrated doses even a short term exposure can cause unconsciousness.”
 
   Like I didn’t know that now. 
 
   “I don’t think she really wanted to kill us,” he added, “Or she’d have just shot us.”
 
   When was he going to get a clue his cousin did not need his protection? Dollars to donuts I bet she expected her breath to kill us. But we weren’t dead. Not yet.
 
   I rolled to my knees, shaking off Bran’s helping hand as I pulled myself to a wobbly half-standing position, my palms braced against my legs until I was sure I didn’t topple. “How much time—”
 
   “Ten minutes. Not much more,” Bran finished, standing next to me.
 
   Good. She hadn’t had much of a lead. I turned to Franco, his head lolling on his chest, his color pale, but he was breathing. “Looks like the bullet went clear through, with no arteries hit.”
 
   “This is good news?” Frustration coated Bran’s every syllable.
 
   “Yeah. An artery would mean death in minutes.”
 
   “So now the man gets to bleed to death slowly?” 
 
   “Not if I can help it.” We weren’t arguing about Franco, but about Dom, and we both knew it.
 
   Bran broke the impasse first. “I never meant this to go this far . . .” 
 
   That had me straightening my spine. “How far did you expect then?” My voice sounded raw and hoarse. The gas, or the anger, or both roughening it. “You’ve lied to me all along. You knew what she was and protected her.”
 
   “She’s my cousin, Alex. The only family I have. She protected me a child and I protected her. It’s what families do.”
 
   And just like that the light bulb went off. No wonder he and I were on opposite sides. It wasn’t because he was a warlock and I was a witch, though that didn’t help. Or he a suspect and me an investigator. No, it was because we both wanted the same thing, to protect someone we loved, to protect our blood family. But his protecting Dom put Van at risk and my finding Van put Dom at risk. No wonder there was no middle ground.
 
   Damn, I should have seen this earlier. Too bad knowing didn’t lessen the pain of his betrayal. 
 
   Arrogance coated his words as he spoke again, “I’ve been trying to save you from Dom by getting you out of the away.”
 
   I snorted. “Yeah, right.”
 
   “Believe what you will, Dom has not always acted this way.”
 
   “You mean stealing, kidnapping, killing?” Yeah, I sounded bitter because I was. He’d been protecting a monster who had my brother and now that monster was loose on the world. That was pissing me off.
 
   “Forget your cousin, for a second.” I staggered toward Franco. “Help me with him.”
 
   “I don’t have my ability to heal.” His tone sounded as bitter as mine.
 
   “Got that, the whole no magic thing. Help me untie him.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “He’s a shifter.” I was tugging at the ropes around Franco’s hands, tied tighter than a piggin’ string in a calf roping rodeo. “The Were started to shift, which means some kinds of magic are immune to your ward. To shift is normal to those born to it, so might avoid the definition of magic.” I pointed out. “Maybe if we get Franco loose he can shift and heal himself.”
 
   Bran didn’t ask any more questions as he hip-pushed me away and went to work on the wrist knots. He was right, I was making a mash of it. I moved to Franco’s side, noting the sweat beading his skin. We didn’t have much time.
 
   “He’s an MI-6 agent. Why didn’t you tell me?” I said, mostly to focus on something other than the blood saturating Franco’s shirt.
 
   “It was his secret to share, not mine.”
 
   “Yet you told your cousin I was a witch.”
 
   “She figured it out on her own.” Bran’s attention was one hundred percent focused on what he was doing, until he speared me a dark-eyed glance and added, “I never told her you were an agent. Nor did I tell Franco.”
 
   So he drew the line somewhere. Bully for him. 
 
   He gave a last tug, probably not aware he was mumbling a useless release spell aloud, but the ropes parted and Franco slumped forward. I caught him as he slid from the chair to a heap on the floor.
 
   “Franco.” I shook him, not hard, but enough to break through to him. “You need to shift.”
 
   “Not sa…” he whispered.
 
   “You’re among friends,” I lied, counting myself and not so sure anymore about Bran. “You have to shift or you’ll die.”
 
   Seconds ticked past as he looked paler and paler.
 
   I cut a glance toward Bran. “If he dies, it will be your fault.”
 
   “And you didn’t tell him you were an IRS agent and to share that tidbit with Dom?”
 
   Damn and double damn. He was right. I sent Franco in to deal with a Grimple. Worse, I’d thought he was a civilian, which made him as vulnerable as anyone could be. “I screwed up.” I mumbled, holding Franco tighter.
 
   “Both of us made unwise choices.”
 
   Only Bran could sound like a French BBC announcer when offering a flag of truce.
 
   I turned my attention back to Franco. “Come on, Frank, do your thing. Show me what kind of shifter you are.”
 
   Nothing.
 
   “How did you know he was a shifter?” Bran asked, standing over my shoulder.
 
   “A good guess.”
 
   “Because you have one in the family?”
 
   “No.” I glanced over my shoulder at him. “Because my father and all my brothers are shifters.”
 
   That had his brow quirking. “And you’re not?”
 
   “I took after my mother.” And father, but no need to bring the shaman element into the mix, I was a more inept shaman than I was a witch. Unless?
 
   “What is it?” Bran asked, as if sensing a change in me.
 
   “You’ve blocked magic, but I might have something else.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Just wait. Can you find a drum or something to drum?”
 
   Bless his black warlock soul he didn’t hesitate. Instead he looked around, disappeared for a few seconds and returned with a thick book and a full toothpaste tube from the bathroom. “Rough, but they’ll do.”
 
   I sat flat legged on the floor, Franco’s head resting in my lap. I smeared some blood from his wound over my fingers and drew a crude pentacle on my left palm. Then I closed my eyes. I had no idea if what I was about to do would work or not, but I did know that if I didn’t try something, Franco would surely die.
 
   “Beat the drum in slow measured beats,” I directed Bran, otherwise trying to ignore him. He and his jagged energy messed with me on so many levels and I couldn’t afford that now.
 
   Stilling myself, I raised my hands above Franco and murmured the first ritual words. 
 
   “Come death, advise me.”
 
   Bran gripped my shoulder, startling me. 
 
   “Stop, I have to do this.”
 
   “Do what exactly?”
 
   “I’m seeking the return of Franco’s soul.”
 
   “I’m not a fool, Alex, even though I’ve acted the part. How are you going to claim Franco’s soul?”
 
   I closed my eyes before answering. “I’ll travel to the soulless void.”
 
   That was the theory. I’d never done this but had heard it could be done.
 
   Bran tightened his grip until I could feel his fingers meet bone, his voice deepened. “I won’t let you die.” 
 
   “I don’t plan to die. But I must travel to death’s side to convince Franco that his time has not yet come.”
 
   “And if you can’t come back?”
 
   I swallowed. Deeply. “Then I die.”
 
  
 
   
 
   
   CHAPTER 55
 
    
 
   Breathe by breath. Word by word. Beat by beat, my present world faded as my heart slowed, my breathing matching its pace.
 
    
 
   Earth be found 
 
   Power be bound
 
   Stall Nature’s course 
 
   Earth, dust, bone
 
   Bind to me
 
   Spirits Realm welcome me
 
   Spirits Realm call me forth
 
    
 
   The cold came first. Bone rattling, skin dimpling, breath-lanced cold. If I opened my eyes I’d expect to see frost coating me.
 
   Instead I waited, listening to the breeze stirring around me. Like an arctic gale it started small then gained in strength. A banshee’s blood call, seeking spirits, isolating souls.
 
   Only when the wind whipped against me did I dare open my eyes to a half-lit emptiness. The Spirits’ waiting grounds. The resting point between the newly dead, those dying, and those trapped between worlds. Spend more than a few moments here and you became one of the In-Between ones. 
 
   The clock was ticking.
 
   But where was Franco?
 
   The emptiness seemed a blank canvas until I looked closer, so close a headache started thrumming behind my eyeballs. What looked like fog was in fact thousands if not hundreds of thousands of churning wraiths, some almost human looking, others mere wisps. 
 
   I could hear Bran’s faint drumming, replacing my heartbeat. If he stopped, or faltered, I was gone.
 
   How was I going to find Franco in this mess?
 
   I stumbled to my feet, loathe to break the eerie silence, except for the wind. But the seconds ticked by and I had to do something.
 
   “Franco. I seek the spirit of Franco.”
 
   Damn, I didn’t think to find out his last name, or even if Franco was his real name. And Ling Mai trusted me to come into my powers. If she could only see me now.
 
   “Franco? Come to me Franco?”
 
   After my mother abandoned me I learned about loneliness. I felt it to my core now.
 
   “Franco, I’m not leaving without you,” I shouted as loud as I could, stirring the spirits nearest me like wind churning smoke. “Come out, you half-pint bastard. You’ll not die on my watch.”
 
   “Who do you seek, sister?” A dark spirit floated near me, more voice than shape. A coldness, chilling me. Ally or enemy? 
 
   “Who are you?” I didn’t have time to sweat the small stuff, but something about the voice sounded familiar.
 
   “I served your master, witch.”
 
   So the wraith knew of me. A scary thought. The drum echoed in my awareness.
 
   “I’m looking for a man named Franco. Not tall.” I raised my hand to just above my head. “A recent arrival, hovering between the worlds. You’ve seen him?”
 
   “I can find him.”
 
   I heard a but in the voice. There was always a catch. “For a price?” I asked, wondering how far I’d go to save Franco’s life. It was because of my actions that Franco was even here; I guess my answer was clear. As far as it took.
 
   “You are wise beyond your years,” the voice murmured, not taking the sting out of my cynicism.
 
   “Tell me what you want?” Tick. Tock.
 
   “A favor.”
 
   What kind of candy-assed price was that? Talk about your open-ended sinkhole. “What kind of favor we talking here?” My Noziak skepticism was on high-alert.
 
   “Nothing you will not be able to do,” came the response.
 
   The guy must have been a politician in his past life, a master of saying nothing while asking for everything in return. Criminy.
 
   “Do you agree?”
 
   “I don’t have much choice.”
 
   “As I said, wise beyond your years.”
 
   I didn’t like it, but I needed to get Franco and get out of here. “I’ll owe you a favor, something that I will be able to do. Now bring Franco to me.”
 
   “My pleasure.”
 
   Damn if the wraith wasn’t true to his word. Within seventeen seconds, I counted every one of them, a shell-shocked Franco appeared. He was a tamped down version of his usually cocky, in-your-face self, but it was Franco. If he wasn’t so insubstantial I’d have hugged him, probably sending both of us straight to hell from the shock.
 
   “Thank you,” I nodded to the spirit. Last thing I wanted was a pissed off spirit.
 
   “Remember, you owe me.”
 
   Now why did that sound like a threat? Probably because it was.
 
   “Noziaks don’t forget our promises.”
 
   “Till later then, sister.” The wraith dissipated, which should have made me feel better. There wasn’t time for that as I could hear the rough drum Bran was hitting grow fainter and fainter.
 
   “Follow me,” I said to Franco, “and do exactly what I tell you to do.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   Seriously? I risk dying for this guy and he was copping an attitude. “Because if you don’t I’ll dress your corpse in a pink tutu, have it embalmed, and have it made into a freestanding light in my living room.”
 
   I knew I got through to him when he crinkled up his nose in disgust.
 
   “Ready?” It was now or never. “Dad, if you can hear me, please help me.” I meant every word. Slowing time and dying was one thing. Reversing the process was a whole different problem.
 
   I started the chant, my voice a lot calmer than my thoughts.
 
    
 
   Bound, found, and binding
 
   Let us see the sight
 
   Let us hear the sound
 
   Spirit lost, now is found
 
   Return us hence.
 
   To our earthly realm.
 
    
 
   Nothing happened.
 
  
 
   
 
   
   CHAPTER  56
 
    
 
   I swallowed the fear choking me and repeated the spell. The third time I knew it wasn’t working. 
 
   I glanced at Franco, seeing in the whites of his eyes the same terror racing through me. We were going to be trapped between worlds. Neither alive, nor ever dead.
 
   What now?
 
   Think. If reversing a seeking for someone lost summons didn’t work, what would?
 
   My heart sped up, pounding against my chest, echoing the drum growing quieter and quieter. I wanted to call Bran. I didn’t want things to end between us like this: angry, untrusting, unresolved.
 
   That was it. Call to Bran. A soulmate seeking a warlock spell.
 
   I was desperate.
 
   Closing my eyes again I inhaled slowly, framing an image of Bran behind my closed lids. His darkness, the quirk of his brows, the flash of those Celtic blue eyes, the protection he spread over those around me. Over me. My body warmed, a rush of security, of knowingness. Our relationship was complicated and screwed up, but there was something there. Something that deserved a chance. Only then did I start the chant.
 
    
 
   Light to darkness. Spirit to earth.
 
   Witch to warlock.
 
   I seek thee. I summon thee.
 
   Bring me to your side.
 
    
 
   A bolt of lightning slashed. I chanted louder.
 
    
 
   Bound together dark and day.
 
   Time forward meet time reversed.
 
   I seek thee. I summon thee.
 
   Bring me. Bring us to your side.
 
    
 
    A whirlpool started, the sucking sound reaching me before the motion. 
 
   “Hang on,” I screamed, which was pointless. There was nothing to hang onto as Franco and I spun faster and faster. Freefalling through whiteness until we slammed into something solid.
 
   “Damn it, Alex, don’t ever do that again,” Bran shouted at me.
 
   We’d made it. 
 
   Now what?
 
  
 
   
 
   
   CHAPTER 57
 
    
 
   Peeling my eyes open I wasn’t surprised to see Bran scowling; it was a look he wore well and often around me; but I was surprised to see a poodle sitting across from me and staring, as if waiting for me to get with the program. The same poodle I’d seen on the yacht and earlier at the chateau.
 
   “Franco? Is that you?”
 
   A yelp answered me.
 
   “You’re a poodle?” 
 
   That earned a classic Franco sniff of disdain, sounding the same from the poodle as it did the man, and an upturned nose. 
 
   The good news? The bloody area around the poodle’s shoulder was already receding, so both man and dog were healing.
 
   Thank the Spirits.
 
   I felt like I’d been tumbled in an industrial dryer and spat out, but my aches and pains would have to wait. We had work to do.
 
    “We have to get out of here. Stop Dominique before she goes any further.”
 
   “I don’t know if I’ll regain enough magic for a bit to stop her. Can you?” Bran asked, a very legitimate question. “Given what she is?”
 
   “I don’t know, but she’s not my first worry. Getting out of here is.”
 
   “Why could you use magic to retrieve Franco?” Bran eyed me.
 
   “Shamanism isn’t the same magic as witches and warlocks use.” I said, getting my bearings. “I framed my travel as a spell but that was just a formality. Shamanism is communication with the spirits. The best shamans can travel between realms as easily as you and I travel in a car.”
 
   “So how shall we leave here with Weres guarding the hallway and no magic?” Bran asked. 
 
   That was why I dug hanging around with guys. Focus on the solution to the problem and no whining. 
 
   I glanced around the room. It was the largest on the floor with a set of French doors leading to a small balcony. I crossed over and looked out. “Too high to climb down. Nothing to break a fall if we jumped. Not even Franco could do it. And I count three more goons patrolling the driveway.” Five to two. Not great but not fatal. Maybe.
 
   I also noticed that Dominique’s car was gone. I so wasn’t ready to face her again, especially with no magic abilities, but I also knew that meant she was free to wreak havoc. 
 
   I looked at Bran. Really looked and asked, “Did your cousin’s breath cause you to black out?”
 
   “Yes.” His face was creased in confusion. “But not for long. Maybe five minutes. It seemed to hit you harder.”
 
   Yeah, but why? Then the light bulb went off. Bran’s genetic makeup, his warlock elements, probably negated what Dominique could do to him, or at least what her breath could do. If we got out of here, and confronted his cousin again, I might need to use Bran. 
 
   One battle at a time.
 
   “No landline in here.” I shifted the conversation from who or what Dominique was to how we could escape.
 
   Bran followed my thought process. “Dom took my cell as well as Franco’s.”
 
    “Figured that.” The IR team might be on their way based on my text message to Kelly, but they might not arrive in enough time. They’d also be walking into trouble they weren’t expecting if all the goon guards were Weres or shifters, which I guessed they would be.
 
   I stepped closer to the door. It looked like it had been built in the middle ages to withstand a castle siege. Thick wood, reinforced fittings, and the lock was solid. No ramming this puppy with a well-placed shoulder or kick.
 
   “If I only had—” I glanced around the room again, smiling when I spied a familiar tote.
 
   Bran asked. “What are you—”
 
   “This.” I grabbed my hairdresser’s case.
 
   “What does—”
 
   “Watch.” I opened the top latch and rummaged through the contents. “Here.” I held out a jar of styling gel. “You’ll need to spread this on the floor in front of the door. About a four foot arc from where the door would be standing half open, to three feet into the room.”
 
   “But—”
 
   “Trust me.” We both paused, eyeing each other. How many times had we shared that same phrase? And how many times had we failed? 
 
   “So be it.” Bran grabbed the jar. 
 
   Good. We didn’t have a lot of time. Franco barked as if to reinforce the urgency.
 
   I dove back into the tote, coming up with two cans of hairspray, some hair dye, styling mud, and cotton batting used to keep dye off a client’s skin. Not the traditional battle strategy when fighting preternaturals, but then I wasn’t your traditional preternatural warrior without my magic. I had to use what I had.
 
   “What is this stuff?” Bran was spreading the gel in a thin layer across the hard wood floor. “And how much do I use?”
 
   “Use it all. The more the better.” I focused on reading the labels on the goods in my hands. “The gel’s used to spike hair, but it’s also slicker than snot on a glass door knob.”
 
   He glanced over his shoulder at me. “It’s—never mind.”
 
   Different worlds.
 
   I eyed the adjacent bathroom. If what I needed was in there I was in luck. If not—a quick look at Bran spurred me to action.
 
   “Yes,” I gave a quiet shout as I dug beneath the fancy marble sink. “Gotcha.”
 
   Bran appeared in the doorway, holding up his goo-rimmed hands. “Done. What now?”
 
   “Wash your hands.” I brushed past him. “You won’t want the gel to get in the way of grabbing a bad guy or his weapon.” I didn’t mention that the bad guy would be hard enough to catch as it was, given they’d most likely shift as soon as I set off my little surprise. “And stay off that section of floor.” I headed to the far side of the room. “And stay as far away from me as possible.”
 
   “I’ve been trying.”
 
   His bitter words broke my concentration. I sucked in the regret before giving him a level glance and turning my back to him and Franco. “I mean it. I’m making a bomb. A very unstable, very volatile bomb that stands just as large a chance of blowing us up as blowing up the door.”
 
   “Then don’t—”
 
   “We have no choice.” I kept my attention on the glass hair dye beaker, the hydrogen peroxide, and the nail polish remover spread on the bedside table before me. “Now be silent. I have to get the chemical ratios figured as close as possible since I’m not using them in their pure form.”
 
   “Which means?”
 
   “Which means nail polish remover has additives which make it impure. It’s not a hundred percent acetone, which works best.”
 
   “They teach you this at spy school?”
 
   I looked up. “Nah. My brothers taught me this at home when they found out about the cool chemicals I got to work with in the salon.”
 
   “Dangerous siblings.”
 
   “Yeah.” I grinned. He didn’t know the half of it. Then I sobered as I realized I might never see my brothers again. And Van would die. Regret damned near choked me before I shifted my focus back to my task. 
 
   “Anything for me to be doing?” Bran asked as I was calculating the percent of sulfuric acid in the drain opener I’d found in the bathroom. “Find some matches.”  
 
   My hand trembled as I slowly poured the acetone into the peroxide. “Five times more peroxide than acetone.” I inhaled once the two ingredients were mixed, but not deep breaths. This mixture made Dom’s swamp breath a fresh breeze in comparison.
 
    The conditions were not optimal. Nor were the time frames. Cooling the mixture made for a better explosive, but I didn’t have a refrigerator, a Celsius thermometer, or the time. It was lucky the guards hadn’t heard us moving around and investigated. The doors and walls were thick but not that thick for Were ears. So maybe they were just lazy, thinking lowly humans were a non-threat. Their first mistake, but not their last.
 
   “How’s Frank doing?” I asked as I grabbed the drain cleaner and the beaker and moved toward the door.
 
   Franco barked in response. I guess that meant okay in doggy-speak. 
 
   I carefully stepped in the area Bran had not gelled. Last thing I needed to do was slip and blow us all to smithereens.
 
   “Bran, grab Frank and haul him as far from the door as possible.”
 
   “It’s not worth your getting killed,” Bran’s tone razored across me.
 
   “Saving a life is worth it.” I set the beaker down, placing the drain cleaner nearby as I spun a length of cotton through my fingers. When it resembled a long, thick fuse I grabbed a plastic stir stick and pushed the cotton into the combination mixture. The stick started to dissolve immediately, but I only needed it to last long enough to fish the cotton out, leaving a tail in the mixture, and a tail over the side of the beaker.
 
   “We’re ready.” Bran announced quietly from his side of the room over Franco’s low growls. “What now?”
 
   “Check the guards out front of the house. See if more are there or if they’ve moved.”
 
   He crossed to the window without comment. The next part was tricky. The drain cleaner was only one element of the final combination, the other part, the booster charge, was plain old ammonium nitrate, an everyday hair dye ingredient.
 
   A three to one mixture of the acetone peroxide to the ammonium nitrate would work best, but desperate times called for risks.
 
   “You all right there?” Bran asked. For a few seconds I’d actually forgotten about him. Maybe dangerous explosives use had good side benefits.
 
   Sick woman.
 
   “I’m okay. What’s the status on the guards?” 
 
   “Only two in sight. Front door and the far eastern edge of driveway.”
 
   Which might mean there were at least three guards inside. Or more.
 
   Lord, I did love a challenge. Rising from my crouched position I gingerly stepped back, not breathing until I was several feet from the door.
 
   Bran joined me, his shoulder brushing mine. Enough to feel like I wasn’t alone. “What now?” he asked.
 
   I shook my head. “Now we pray.” I pushed him toward Franco. “I want you there. With this.” I grabbed an aerosol can and shoved it in his hands.
 
   “Hairspray?”
 
   “Think of it as mace.” He needed to trust me to make the next few minutes work. “When I blow the door there’s going to be a lot of smoke and possible flames.”
 
   “If you don’t blow yourself up.”
 
   “There is that. But it’s not on my agenda.”
 
   “So the door blows. What next?”
 
   “Depending on how close the goons are to the door, one or both may be disabled when it blows.” Depending on what the guards were. All Weres? Or something else? Demons would be a bitch, they’d love a little smoke and flames.
 
   “And if not?”
 
   “More likely scenario is that they’ll be surprised, then come rushing in with guns drawn.”
 
   Bran grinned, a look that had my breath hitching. If I died in the next few moments it was the image of him I’d want to take with me. 
 
   His grin deepened as did the crack in my heart. “When they rush inside they’ll hit the gel slick.”
 
   “Ass over teakettle.” Even a Were could stumble and fall. Problem was they wouldn’t stay down for long.
 
   “Another family lesson?”
 
   “Yup.” I gave him a grin. No need to spell out the risks: the bomb going haywire, smoke being produced but no damage, the gel not working. The list went on and on. 
 
   “So let’s say one, possibly two come sliding through the door?” Bran was playing devil’s advocate now; he wasn’t a successful entrepreneur without thinking through all angles of a plan. “What then?”
 
   “I’ll be stationed over there.” I nodded toward the door’s far side. “You’ll be on this side. One or both of us will disable anyone not taken down by the bomb or gel.”
 
   “With hairspray?”
 
   “Think mace. We don’t need to kill the guards.” I lied, which was becoming very habit forming. Weres or shifters needed to be killed to be neutralized. One step at a time.
 
   I continued, “We just disarm them long enough to get Franco out of here and one of us to a phone to dial for help.”
 
   “Got it. It’s one hell of a plan.” He shook his head, his features stark. “What are our chances?”
 
   Rather than answer him directly, I grabbed my own hairspray and the matches Bran had found. His can would serve as mace. Mine as a flamethrower. 
 
   “Let’s not calculate the odds,” I said, the pump of adrenaline zipping through my system. “Let’s just do it.”
 
   “That bad.” He shrugged. “But all three of us are coming out of this alive. Got it?”
 
   “Got it.”
 
   I moved to a strategic location to create a pincher movement once the door blew. If my homemade explosive worked.
 
   A big if. 
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
   CHAPTER  58
 
    
 
   The room still and quiet, I squeezed my eyes half-closed as I lit the match and threw it toward the cotton fuse.
 
   It missed, sputtered, and went dead.
 
   I’d have to get closer.
 
   “Get back,” Bran rumbled as I stepped nearer the door.
 
   No choice.
 
   I lit another match, holding my breath as the flame hissed. I tossed it gently, thinking of horseshoes as the small wooden stick arced then dropped short.
 
   My brothers would have been hooting and hollering at my missed aim.
 
   “Of all the—” I lit a third match, leaning forward until I was less than an arm’s length from the glass beaker.
 
   “Damn it, Alex, don’t—”
 
   I ignored him, sucking in a breath as I edged the small flaming torch forward.
 
   “No—” The last of Bran’s words evaporated in a cloud of smoke and heat, blowing me backwards and slamming me on my butt, my ears ringing.
 
   Now this my brothers would have approved of. As the smoke cleared the door hung drunkenly on its hinges, a glimpse of the hallway visible in the gaping hole, a groan escaping from the other side.
 
   No time to admire my handiwork. One quick glance at Bran reassured me he was still on his feet as I scrambled to mine. My hairspray in one hand I aimed it toward the fire sprinkler in the ceiling above me, pressed the nozzle, and when a stream of fine mist shot forward, lit my last match.
 
   A ball of flame danced toward the ceiling. A mist of water spray erupted as alarm bells jangled.
 
   Between the fire alarm screaming and my ears still buzzing from the blast I couldn’t hear Bran until he stepped next to me.
 
   “Notifying the local fire station?” he shouted close enough his shoulder brushed mine, water darkening his hair and plastering his shirt to his skin. Damn, he looked yum-yum sexy even in a crisis.
 
   “That’s the plan.” I wiped water from my eyes and stepped back, counting aloud.
 
   “One.”
 
   The groan on the far side of the door had been joined by oaths.
 
   “Two.”
 
   A booted foot pounded against the remainder of the door.
 
   “Three.”
 
   Two armed brutes kicked through what was left of the door, their soles hitting the gel at the same time. One was warthog Elmer. The other morphing into an ape form.
 
   Feet went flying as did guns. Pop. Pop. Pop.
 
   Plaster from the ceiling rained down on us.
 
   Heavy bodies smashed against the floor. Bam.
 
   “Get the—” I didn’t have to say more as Bran grabbed the nearest ape-guard by the front of what was left of his shirt and delivered a sweet blow to the jaw. Ape man slumped, having never fully shifted. Thank heavens, or we’d be in deep trouble. Bran seized the goon’s fallen Glock.
 
   One had to love a resourceful man when the chips were down.
 
   The third guard jumped over his fallen comrades, landing him within inches of me, gun hand extended, rage coating his face. A face morphing into a hyena. Ugh!
 
   I thrust my palm out, catching him full in his half-human, half-animal face and crushing soft nose cartridge. My knee followed in an upward arc, catching him square in the family jewels. 
 
   The man caved, blood spattering from his nose, his groans muffled beneath hands clutching both head and mid-body. 
 
   Bran shook his head and arched a brow. “Remind me not to get on your wrong side.”
 
   “Too late.”
 
   I grabbed the guard’s gun. Human or not I drew a line at shooting unconscious beings, hoping that decision didn’t come back to bite me. “We’ve got to get out of here.”
 
   “Go ahead. Get to a phone.” Alpha male Bran was back. Always the protector. Franco already had jumped through the doorway and was pattering down the hall. No doubt once he returned to his human form we’d hear all about how he led the charge.
 
   I checked the gun for ammo. Full. “Take the second gun with you and don’t hesitate to use it.”
 
   Bran didn’t answer as he slipped the second weapon into his hand, holding it like he knew how to use it.
 
   I jumped over the third guard rolling on the floor, the other two were out; one by Bran’s blow, the other by the force of his head hitting the floor. There wasn’t time to bind them, not with magic but with rope, as Dominique should have done to Bran and me. Besides, even if we did tie them up, once they shifted the binds would no longer hold.
 
   Second mistake of the day, lady. First mistake was shooting Franco. 
 
   Sliding into the hallway I ignored the main staircase. The outside guards should be appearing any second. The back staircase was safest. 
 
   Gun drawn, safety off, I heard Bran breathing behind me. 
 
   Good. If he followed in my wake, I could clear a path ahead of him. His safety mattered to me, for reasons I didn’t have time to explore.
 
   His footsteps echoing mine as I cat-walked down the stairs, I paused at the second floor landing to check that all was clear.
 
   It was, but no telling how long that would last.
 
   Just as we crossed the last flight of stairs, the heavy pounding of boots thundered from above and behind us, though staying in their human form. That worked in our favor even if they were still a threat.
 
   “Get into one of the empty rooms,” I whispered to Bran. “I’ll continue downstairs, making noise as I go. They’ll follow me.”
 
   “No—”
 
   “Don’t argue. Go.”
 
   He did, his last look thunderous. 
 
   I stamped my feet hard against the treads, forsaking silence for speed now. The steps behind me slowed, now aware their target was dead ahead.
 
   Rounding toward the first floor opening I ran. A bullet whizzed past my right shoulder, splintering into the wall behind me. I ducked, tumbled to make a harder target, and came up at crouched behind a wingback chair. 
 
   Another shot puffed into the chair’s side arm, blowing white batting like snowflakes. Defensively my position sucked. The shooter was directly ahead, near the open doorway, probably one of the outside guards. He couldn’t hold guns in paws and hooves, so as long as the guards were shooting I wasn’t dealing with a rampaging wild animal that’d be damned near impossible to take down.
 
   Front door exit was blocked until that guard moved, shifted, or was taken out. The guy from upstairs would be behind me at any moment. Places to hide were minimal as all the furniture looked fragile and useless.
 
   Just my luck.
 
   The Glock 19 I carried weighed almost nothing. I scanned for options. A quick dart to the right led to a study with windows to the outside. The kitchen lay somewhere to my left. Too far away and I didn’t know if it had an exit to outside, or to an enclosed garage. 
 
   Another bullet bit into the chair. This time from behind me. The guard from the stairs had arrived.
 
   Study it was. 
 
   I lay down a series of quick focused shots as I scrambled to the right. The gunman positioned in the doorway shot wide, the guy behind me either was a better aim, was able to control his shifting better, or had better sighting.
 
   The first bullet hissed past my ear. The second burned a channel of heat across my upper arm.
 
   Hellfire and damnation that stung.
 
   I hit the ajar study door slamming into the room like a runner hitting home base on a slide. My arm screamed. My ears rang. Adrenaline pounded through me.
 
   Yiyhah! It felt good to be alive.
 
   Scampering out of the doorway, I held returning fire until I could get a bead on my target. Either one of them. My ammo wouldn’t last forever, but I could already hear the sweet, sweet sound of fire engines in route. The shooters had two options; make a final supreme effort to silence me, Bran, and Franco, if they knew Franco was no longer a man, and hope to hell they escaped before the cavalry arrived. Or cut and run now.
 
   “Run, you suckers,” I breathed through my arm pain. “Run fast and run far.”
 
   A bullet hit the door jamb near my head.
 
   He wouldn’t be the first guy who didn’t listen to good advice.
 
   I returned the shot, aiming for the stair guy who’d now taken my former position behind the mangled chair. I was pinned down in a triangle, about equal distance between the outside doorway guard and the one who’d come from upstairs.
 
   At least Bran was safe. But where the hell was Franco? With hope, he was running outside for a potty break or something equally benign. One of us deserved to get out of here unscarred.
 
    I checked the ammo remaining in my magazine. Five shots plus one in the chamber. “If you guys won’t oblige.” I rose to my knees, crouched for a Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid last ditch effort, gun blazing as I charged instead of remaining cowered and whipped. It wasn’t the smartest plan but neither was waiting for the shifters to charge.
 
   “On the count of three.”
 
   Two bullets struck the door beside me. I ducked but held my position, every muscle tensed, nerves wire thin.
 
   “One.”
 
   The sirens screamed closer now. But not close enough.
 
   “Two.”
 
   I braced, gun hand tucked close, heart pounding triple time. Please don’t shift, please don’t shift. In a contest between pistols without silver bullets and shifters, a pistol was as effective as a pea-shooter.
 
   Fear clogged my throat. 
 
   “Three.”
 
   I rose just as a series of shots rang out from the back stairway toward the chair. 
 
   Bran.
 
   I shot toward the chair. A man screamed, his voice a half-squeal. Warthog guy. He crumpled to the floor behind the chair.
 
   I focused on the front door. The threat there was greatest against Bran, exposed to that shooter. I had to take the guard out.
 
   Advancing. I aimed and shot. One at a time. Relentless. 
 
   “Take that.”
 
   A step forward. 
 
   “And that.” The gun vibrated in my hand. Two shots left. Damn, Bran, he should’ve stayed upstairs. 
 
   “And that—”
 
   “Alex.” Bran’s voice reached me. “Stop!”
 
   Then I saw the front door shooter, standing now, his gun pointed straight at me. 
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
   CHAPTER  59
 
    
 
   I twisted, turning toward Bran. The gun in his hand pointed in my direction. The gunman directly behind me. 
 
   Time slowed. Sound compressed. Actions became elongated.
 
   Bran’s mouth opened. The report of his gun as bullets zapped out, shooting past me. So close I could feel their wake in the air.
 
   A scream. Mine? His? Sirens drawing closer. A voice shouting. Jaylene’s? 
 
   Sounds and sights merged, a grotesque MTV video snapping out of frame.
 
   Then everything crashed into near silence, broken only by the sound of fire engine sirens.
 
   “Are you stupid or what?” Jaylene, materialized beside me now, a weapon in her hand, anger distorting her face. “You have to be the dumbest cowgirl that ever was, you know that? Two more seconds, or your man slower on the draw, and you’d be the one in a puddle of blood instead of this yahoo. You want to die?”
 
   “Me?” I heard the fear in my own voice, but it wasn’t the fear of getting killed, it was the fear of what could have happened. I looked directly at Bran, my voice raised. “I said stay upstairs and what did you do—”
 
   “I saved your life. Again.”
 
   I stepped closer to him, anger, and fear punching through me. “These were real bullets here, not some TV show imitations.”
 
   “I know—”
 
   “No, you don’t know anything. I’m the professional, you’re not. Stick to your dresses.”
 
   It was a cheap, tacky shot but all I had with the shaking in my whole body—the aftereffect of too much adrenaline. That and the awareness of how bloody close Bran had come to getting killed.
 
   He wasn’t a freaking immortal. Hell, he didn’t have enough warlock magic operating to save his hide.
 
   “So be it.” The muscles in his face were held in check, the pulse point in his temple pounding in contrast. “I’ll go back to my dresses. And you’re welcome. Next time I worry you might be in danger I’ll look the other way.”
 
   “Fine by me.” 
 
   Jaylene grabbed my arm or I’d have stepped closer and slugged the guy. How dare he scare me like that. “And there won’t be a next time. We’re out of here.”
 
   “Best news I’ve heard for weeks.” 
 
   So two could do cheap shots.
 
   “Why, you—” 
 
   Jaylene grabbed me tighter.
 
   “Alex, the battle’s over.”
 
   That’s what she thought.
 
   “Jaylene, back off, she’s been hit,” Kelly’s voice spoke from near the doorway; a doorway already filling with yellow suited firefighters.
 
   But my attention wasn’t on any of them. It was on Bran. Standing near one crumpled body, his focus now one hundred percent on the gun in his hand as if wondering where it had come from.
 
   “He dead for sure?” Jaylene shouted to the paramedics bending over the guard’s body in the doorway. Thankfully a human body. Most of the time Jaylene could be a PIA, but right then she was my PIA. Maybe Stone was right, team mattered, as much as family mattered. Damned if I’d ever tell him though.
 
   “He’s dead,” came the dark reply.
 
   The shot had been fatal, taking out the shooter aiming at me. Bran had killed a man. 
 
   My stomach plummeted, air leeched from my lungs. Killing someone wasn’t easy. Taking another’s life had ramifications, like using powerful magic, any magic for that matter. There was always a price to pay. Bran hadn’t had even my little training and now must live with the cost of taking a life. He’d saved me and looked sick about it.
 
   He dropped his gun, letting it land with a loud thunk on the floor.
 
   “You all right, Miss?” a masked firefighter spoke to me, his voice oddly calm and gentle, as if he feared me splintering. “Miss, let me take a look at that arm.”
 
   “Arm?” Oh, yeah, I’d been shot. Grazed really, it wasn’t anything in spite of the burning, searing sensation. 
 
   I shrugged, the movement tangoing more pain across my nerve endings. 
 
   I was supposed to be the professional and Bran had saved the day. Not that he looked like a winner. He looked shell-shocked, especially when his gaze lifted and locked with mine. A thousand hells darkened his eyes. Tormented.
 
   Damn, why hadn’t he stayed upstairs?
 
   I stepped toward him, but he raised his chin and shook his head, warning me off. He’d just saved my life. Couldn’t that weigh against death? A life saved for one taken.
 
   “Bran?” His name emerged raw from my throat. “I—”
 
   “Not now, Alex.” Kelly snagged an arm around my good shoulder. Kind-hearted, kindergarten teacher Kelly. “He needs some time.”
 
   As if a thousand years could erase the revulsion in his eyes looking at me.
 
   “Your world,” he said, the words guttural. 
 
   Oh, that was ripe. He was the one with the non-human cousin who had Sasha brutally killed, accusing me of existing in a dark world. 
 
   I shook my head, not denying what he said as much as what he wasn’t saying. I killed and now he had. He’d been brought into the darkest, ugliest part of my world and was rejecting it. Was rejecting me, even knowing that he had been the one protecting his cousin.
 
   Well, that wasn’t news. I bit back unfamiliar emotions: regret, hurt, remorse. 
 
   Firefighters shouted around me; pulsating red lights flashed through all the windows. An ambulance crew double-timed past and yet I stood there, caught in a time warp, rewinding the last minutes in my head.
 
   Should haves, could haves—none of them made any difference. Two shifters dead, one at Bran’s hand, though everyone except Bran and my team thought the dead men human. Franco’s whereabouts unknown. Dominique at large.
 
   That shook me. I glanced at Kelly. “Dominique. Stop her. She’s armed and dangerous.”
 
   “Where’s she headed?”
 
   “Don’t know.”
 
   “I do.” Bran stepped forward, his gaze averted from mine, truly making me an invisible agent. 
 
    Ling Mai would be proud.
 
  
 
   
 
   
   CHAPTER 60
 
    
 
   I scanned the Kennedy Center’s video monitors over Mandy’s shoulder, the low level whisper of technology humming around us. Bran was standing in the Center’s lobby, visible on the screen, ignoring me as intently as I was ignoring him.
 
    Hundreds of milling guests visible, lots of air kissing, enlarged smiles, see-and-be-seen people. Designer dresses. Surgically enhanced bodies. Sparkling jewels blinging everywhere. Bran’s world.
 
   I was lucky I was out of it. 
 
   My eyes cut toward Bran’s image. I caught myself and glanced away. 
 
   “There he is.” Mandy pointed to the upper left screen as if I’d spoken aloud. Her good hand gesturing, the other still in a sling from the echo-demon drill.  
 
   “Who?” Jaylene asked from near the door.
 
   “Bran.”
 
   A tense silence permeated the room. Everyone knew the details of what had happened at the house just an hour ago. Bad enough I’d made a fool of myself over a guy; worse was they also knew I hadn’t stopped Dominique.
 
   Our team was all behind the scenes, leaving the actual security measures to the Big Boy agencies. Let them have it. 
 
   It’d been too late to call off the big gala as it’d already started, though the President’s wife had been alerted not to attend as a few other key guests, one at a time, were being asked to leave quietly.
 
   But what about the others? The innocents. We had no idea what Dominique planned, but I held no doubt something was about to go down. Something bad.
 
    Mandy whistled, “Hey witchy girl, you got any plans on how to stop that Grimple?”
 
   My fingers clenched until I released them, one at a time, slowly and carefully, not bothering to rise to Mandy’s bait.
 
   “I’m hoping she’ll retain her human shape and . . .I’ll stop her.” I had meant to say neutralize her, but she was still Bran’s cousin and he had a blind spot for her.
 
   “That’s priceless,” the other woman continued, adding an additional whistle. “You going to call up a few echo-demons to help you cuz that worked so well—”
 
   “Cut it out, Mandy,” Vaughn spoke from near the console furthest from me, her gaze skimming the crowd shots. “Keep your focus on the event and guests.”
 
   Kelly voiced aloud my own fears. “Wasn’t finding the drugs in the wall safe at the house enough?”
 
   “No telling if what we found was all there was. Better to be safe than sorry.” Vaughn adjusted a dial. “We may have enough material to indict Alex’s Dragon Lady, but there was someone on the other end of that throwaway phone she spoke to and until we get them, this mission isn’t truly over.”
 
   And until we found Van, I wasn’t going to stop.
 
   My stomach burned, each word echoing like a residual scream though my system. Something was wrong. But I couldn’t put my finger on what or why. Or maybe it was simply Bran-damage eating away my sanity. 
 
   Damn.
 
   “I still say that missing Franco dude is the key.” Jaylene pushed away from the wall, casting me a wary glance. “I mean he’s the one I’d like to strap a bomb to and take out.”
 
   I shook my head, aware of a glimmer of a smile. The team hadn’t heard about Franco’s role yet, only that he was missing. 
 
   I straightened. “Let’s set the record straight, once and for all. Dominique is a sadistic, manipulative bitch and that’s in her human form. As a Grimple she makes taking out a dragon look easy.” I could still smell the stench of her breath when I inhaled. “But if I could have stopped her, I would have. You want to fight a Grimple single-handed, go right ahead.”
 
   Jaylene nodded as if thinking through something. “You and—” She nodded toward Bran’s image on the screen, his hands tight against his sides. “—him make a good team, in spite of all that warlock-witch crap. You don’t trust your magic. Maybe if you did, Dominique would be taken out by now.”
 
   “I can’t believe—” I glanced at Vaughn for support, but the other woman simply raised one shoulder. “Not you, too?”
 
   “It’s an interesting theory and could explain a lot.”
 
   “It’s a bunch of crap and you all know it.”
 
   Vaughn looked straight at me. “When you learn to trust your abilities, you’re going to stop avoiding magic. You’re a powerful woman, Alex, and the only one who doesn’t know it is you.”
 
   “That’s the dumbest crap I’ve ever heard.” I’d been practicing spells. Yeah, behind closed doors but only a fool would go around flashing magic in the crowded venues I’d been in for the last two weeks. 
 
   Besides they had no idea, no idea whatsoever how badly using magic could bite. To them it was a parlor trick, handy to make some flash, and open a few locks, but the real stuff, the powerful stuff, that was dangerous and they didn’t have a clue.
 
   Vaughn kept her gaze level. “Aren’t you afraid that if you become more a witch that you’ll turn into your mother who ended up destroying the man that loved her most, your father?”
 
   Insert knife, push deep, and twist. Damn her anyway for knowing too much about my background. And hands off my dad. No one took a poke at him. No one.
 
   As if all the air in the room disappeared, I stood there, my heart squeezed, my focus burning into Vaughn. “My mother has nothing to do with this. I’m not her.” Every word ached as it slipped from my mouth. “And you don’t know squat diddly about my father.”
 
   “You’re right, Alex.” Vaughn stood up and crossed to me, sliding one arm around my shoulder though I didn’t unbend. “I was trying to help.”
 
   I shook my head, then took the plunge as I stepped away from the circle of Vaughn’s arm, needing the space to breathe. Baring one’s sordid past required one’s total focus. “Not that the news means anything to any of you, but my mom ran away from my father when I was five.” There, I’d spilled my guts. “She ran away from all of us and it was the best thing she could have done. She was a witch, a powerful one, and while that sounds all cool and fun, it’s too easy to slide from white to dark magic. And she did. A downhill skid that left only casualties in her wake.”
 
   My voice and my heart ached. It’d been twenty years and the hurt still flared.
 
   “Damn,” Jaylene whistled, glancing at the other team members. “We didn’t know.”
 
   “That’s because my childhood has nothing to do with the team, with any of you, or with my using or not using my abilities.”
 
   “Sure it does.” Kelly looked at me eye-to-eye. “Our pasts shape our present, but it doesn’t have to shape our futures if we choose to acknowledge and learn from it. If your mother betrayed her gifts that was her choice. You’re different.”
 
   That was it. That was the missing piece. I didn’t have time for this other personal crap, but Kelly’s words set off a ripple effect.
 
   “What did you say?” I stepped back to the screens, my whole body tensed, my eyes clearing.
 
   “About being different?” Kelly mimicked my move, both of us now facing the screens. 
 
   Vaughn and Jaylene flanked us.
 
   I scanned one screen after the other before I saw what I wanted. Not Bran this time, but Suzette. 
 
   “There.” I pointed to the screen. “What do you see?”
 
   “People,” Jaylene said. “Lots and lots of—oh, not what but who.” Jaylene leaned closer. “That’s Suzette.”
 
   “Suzette,” I said, adrenaline humming through me. Adrenaline and fear. 
 
   “What’s the assistant got to do with anything?” Mandy asked.
 
   I kept my gaze glued to the screen. “Anyone have the date when Suzette joined the tour?” 
 
   Kelly slipped back into her chair, clicked the keyboard, but it was Vaughn who answered. “Just after the tour started. Dominique brought her on.”
 
   “Which makes perfect sense, Dom would need help within the tour to do what she wouldn’t or couldn’t do.” Like kill a model who knew too much. “When was the first theft reported?” I asked.
 
   “Three weeks after Suzette was hired.”
 
   “Three weeks, that makes sense.” 
 
   “But there were people who’ve been with the tour that long.” Jaylene eyed me.
 
   “There are. But that’s why Suzette was used. She was invisible.”
 
   “Explain,” Vaughn as team leader spoke now.
 
   “Suzette was one of the few on the yacht the night of the murder and had access to all the rooms, including the staterooms. She could have been the victim of the drug as much as anybody else, keeping Dominique’s hands clean.”
 
   “So she could hide the murder weapon in Franco’s room,” Mandy said. “But why would Dominique want that?”
 
   “To cast suspicion and doubt. If she suspected Sasha was an undercover agent it could explain the poor girl’s death. If Franco was arrested, the whole tour would have been in an uproar, causing confusion and doubt.”
 
   “Dominique using this Suzette sounds plausible,” Jaylene whistled.
 
   “She’s a perfect patsy.” My gaze remained riveted on the screen. “Because she’s as invisible as we are, only working for a different agenda. Dominique’s agenda.” 
 
   “So what now?” Kelly asked.
 
   “Now we have to remove Suzette from the Center without Dominique knowing. The only way to keep Suzette safe.”
 
   “But we still don’t know where Dominique is,” Vaughn pointed out the fact that was bothering me most.
 
   “Somewhere close to Suzette.” I weighed the options and came to the worst case scenario. “Close enough to whisper an order when needed. What if Suzette’s already been drugged?” I glanced at the clock. “When are they making the announcement that the First Lady won’t be arriving?”
 
   “Less than fifteen minutes.”
 
   Which meant once that news was known, nothing could hold back an attack on the remaining guests. “Damn.” I sprang to attention. “We’ve got to do something!”
 
   Vaughn as tactician spoke, “We can alert the Secret Service to keep an eye on Suzette, but if she hasn’t done anything we can’t break in there and haul her off—her or one of the guests of honor on a hunch just for being present, and Dominique’s a guest of honor along with Bran. That’s all we’ve got so far, a scenario that may be way out of line.”
 
   Jaylene broke in. “Couldn’t the SS folks ask her to step outside? Nice like?”
 
   “But if they did, Suzette could be programmed to react.” I couldn’t get past my gut feeling. “I know she’s in trouble.”
 
   “Is that experience or abilities speaking?” Sometimes Vaughn didn’t hold her punches. “We have no probable cause to remove anyone without creating an incident.”
 
   “And no way to stop Dominique if she’s planning to use Suzette. If Suzette’s under the influence of the drug she could be primed with anything, a bomb, magic, who knows,” Jaylene said. “It’s brilliant.”
 
   “Brilliant and deadly.” I straightened, glancing around the room.
 
   “What are you doing?” Jaylene eyed me warily.
 
   “I’m making a plan.”
 
   “And the plan is?”
 
   “The plan’s simple.” I took a deep breath. “Stop Dominique. Save Suzette. Save the world.”
 
   “Oh, good,” Jaylene grinned. “And here I thought it was going to be too easy.”
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
   CHAPTER 61
 
    
 
   I raced from the control room, hearing every second’s tick of the clock. Bran was in that room, but more than him there was a room full of innocents who could be hurt simply for being at the wrong place at the wrong time. I adjusted the ear mike I’d grabbed and hustled my way down the hallway.
 
   Vaughn and Jaylene were notifying the Secret Service detail, those remaining now that the First Lady wasn’t on site, letting their call determine if they acted. But there were not enough to do a lot. We were on our own. 
 
   Kelly would remain with Mandy to scan the monitors, last thing we needed was for Kelly to panic, go invisible, then pop back on scene minutes later blind.
 
   My gut told me the announcement of the First Lady not arriving would change what was about to go down. Suzette being used to kill the President’s wife would cause greater headlines, but Dominique killing a senator or general, or any number of the other guests would work, too. It would prove the designer drug effective. That’s what Dominique wanted—one last test to prove to the eventual buyers. We may have found a stash of the drug, but she could easily still have the formula. It was sheer brilliance.
 
   I had to stop her.
 
   First step—get into the gathering. Not in the jeans I was wearing though.
 
    I reached a door, guarded by two Rent-a-Cops.
 
   “Halt.”
 
   I panted as I held up my security badge. “I work here and am late for the show.”
 
   The first cop scanned my badge then me, as if expecting me to bite her. “Looks good,” she said to her partner, a tall black man. “What do you want here?” 
 
   “I’m meant to wear one of Bran’s creations. It’s stored with the model’s dresses behind that door.” I didn’t even miss a beat with my lie. “Can I go now?” 
 
   “Yeah,” the woman waved me on. “You have five minutes.”
 
   What woman could get dressed in five minutes? Heck, it took me that long to find the hidden buttons and zippers.
 
   I slammed through the door as I scanned the frenzied back stage activity. What now? 
 
   I plunged into the thickest knot of models, sidestepping swaths of silk and organza with experience learned over the last weeks. Franco would have been proud. “Collette?”
 
   The willowy model looked up and smiled. “Didn’t expect to see you here, ducky. Tell me you came to do hair? The twit they have nearly torched me with a curling wand.”
 
   “Sorry, no can do.” I reached the other woman, my breath coming faster now. “Look, I need a huge favor. Will you help?”
 
   “If I can.” Collette looked confused then flashed a million dollar smile. “What’d you need?”
 
   “I need a dress. Something simple to get into and I needed it ten minutes ago.”
 
   “The fuchsia ostrich one,” she murmured, as if it were a secret code. “Where is it?” 
 
   “Follow me,” she chatted as she headed to the dressing rooms. “Guy who replaced Franco isn’t half as anal retentive about the frocks. There should be a couple hanging—there we are.” She stopped at a deserted room.
 
   “Thanks, Collette. I owe you.” I brushed past her, never so happy to see dresses in my life.
 
   Jade stepped forward and grabbed an orange and yellow column dress sporting a side silver clasp. The fact that I recognized the details had me silently groaning. “You’ll tell me what’s going on, won’t you?” she asked, leaning against the doorway.
 
   “Not that one.” Collette joined us, reaching for a strapless feathered confection in fuchsia and thrusting it at me as if my life depended on how swiftly I could dress. My life didn’t depend on it—Suzette’s did.
 
   “Don’t forget the shoes!” Collette called, a pair of kill-me-stilettos dangling from her fingers.
 
   Some days saving the world was harder than it looked. I slipped on the shoes.
 
   Collette gave me a big thumbs up as I finished and rushed to the door, every thought screaming, ‘it’s too late, it’s too late.” 
 
   I entered the grand hallway, ignoring the gigantic chandeliers overhead, the tide of voices washing against me, the throng of people packed tighter than the holding pens come slaughter time back in Idaho. 
 
   Where was she? I pressed my ear mike and murmured loud enough for Mandy or Kelly to hear. “Any sight of them?” 
 
   Mandy’s voice sounded in my ear. “Ten o’clock. Between the woman with the watermelon chest and the walking anorexia victim.”
 
   I scanned the direction but couldn’t—
 
   There. Suzette stood there, looking very much her normal self. Quiet. Constrained. Waiting to be summoned, her hands at her side.
 
   Maybe I was wrong. She looked fine. 
 
   Then I spotted Dominique, a good foot taller than Suzette, wearing fuck-me red with some fabric tie crossing her chest, her hair scraped back from her face. A very animated face. Smiling. And right next to her stood Bran.
 
   Damn the man. His cousin almost killed him; wouldn’t that be enough to cut familial ties?
 
   I touched my ear piece. “Got them.”
 
   I weaved between the crowds. Fifteen feet away and gaining. 
 
   I’d go after Dominique first, cull her from Bran and Suzette.
 
   I still didn’t trust Bran to do what was necessary to bring her down.
 
   Ten feet. Dominique was turning my way.
 
   “You sure you’re going to be able to stop Dom? “ Kelly spoke in my ear piece.
 
   Five feet.
 
   “There’s no wards against magic here. If I have to drop an elephant on her, I will.”
 
   Dominique spotted me. Her gaze packed a weighted punch as she stilled, her body tensed, her facial muscles tightening.
 
   Watch out, Dragon Lady, this witch was on the prowl.
 
   “You sure?” Kelly murmured as only a few strangers separated me from my quarry.
 
   “Oh, yeah, I’m sure.” My gaze never wavered from hers. People nearby noticed something was up. A few heads angled in my direction. A camera flashed.
 
   I ignored everything, except her. 
 
   This close I could see the differences in her; the strain bracketing her eyes, the stiffness of her body. She angled her head but kept her look locked with mine. Her eyes were slightly wild, slightly unfocused, not Dominique’s eyes at all. 
 
   I stumbled, glancing between Dominique and Bran, who was just now spotting me. Then Dominique and Suzette. What now?
 
   Improvise. I had to get close to Dominique. Get her out of here with none the wiser. But how? A ? If she were one of my brothers the approach might work, but not in this crowd. Get close enough to pinch a nerve, render her temporarily incapable of anything but basic muscle group movement? Wouldn’t last long enough. 
 
   So what?
 
   Voices swirled around me; the echo of Vaughn’s words joined them. “Don’t be afraid of your power. As a witch.”
 
   What power? I couldn’t run in this dress. Or deliver a roundhouse kick. No weapons on me. What good was—
 
   Wait. Stop confusing agent and witch. I was both. Use both. What better way to contain a threat than to approach with a containment spell? Did I know any strong enough?
 
   Out of the corner of my eye I caught the flash of Bran looking at me, a frown darkening his expression. A few feet from him, meek, mild, invisible Suzette had just now noticed me.
 
   Bran stepped forward. I ignored him. I had to keep Suzette safe and the only way to do that was to stop Dominique. 
 
    I raised my head, chewed my bottom lip, and kept Dom’s gaze one hundred percent focused on me as I started muttering the only spell I knew that might help.
 
    
 
    “Protector, I call upon you. Make me a barrier between man and monsters. I am willing to pay the cost.”
 
    
 
   Black magic.
 
   How true that was, especially with Dragon Lady in Grimple form as I noted the green rim of her eyes, inhaled the scent of sandalwood and cinnamon even in a room choked with thousand dollar perfumes.
 
    
 
   “From head to toe. From ancient times so must it be.” 
 
    
 
   Using one of the few dangerous spells my first and only witch mentor taught me was still with me in time of need. And man, did I need it.
 
   More light flashes went off. Gnats to be brushed away.
 
   I was here to stop Dominique. Only Dragon Lady. Just me and her.
 
   Bran was suddenly at my side. “I’ve got to contain her,” I said, not looking at him. “Get her outside.”
 
   “It’s not her,” he said.
 
   I ignored him.
 
   The skin of Dominique’s face tightened, nostrils flared, cheekbones in high relief.
 
   I stepped in front of her, making my actions look natural and easy to all the people standing around. I had to contain her but not here, not where innocents could die if she did something to Suzette.
 
   “Dominique?” My greeting came out husky, not planned but all the better, one woman friend to another.
 
   She said nothing.
 
   I stepped closer. “Dominique, we need to talk.” Then added in a lower tone, just between the two of us. “Deep calleth unto deep.”
 
   Bran grabbed my arm. I shook him off. 
 
    
 
   “To the light, better things and to death. To struggle and emerge, advance as I follow.” 
 
    
 
   Her eyes grew wider but I didn’t stop.
 
    
 
    “Going on forever, light shines in the darkness.”
 
    
 
   Her whole body vibrated. Her eyes pleaded, her shoulders and arms held rigid, her nostrils tightened like a wild stallion struggling against restraints.
 
   “What are—” It was Suzette’s voice, but not sounding like a victim’s voice.
 
   What was going on? Could I be wrong? Who was victim and who was threat? If I tackled the wrong one we all could die.
 
   “It’s not Dom,” Bran repeated, only this time I heard him. Heard him and the protection spell he was mumbling low and intense. So intense sweat had broken out on his brow.
 
   He was protecting Dom? From whom?
 
   Was I totally, one hundred percent wrong? 
 
   I cast Bran a quick, desperate glance. If what my gut was screaming was right, he was standing next to Suzette. The real killer. And what was I standing next to?
 
   I whispered for Dominique’s hearing alone. “I understand. I know what you’re going through, but you can fight it.” I stepped closer because of the viewers nearby, repeating in her ear. “Fight it. You’re stronger than the drug. Fight it.”
 
   I needed her to use whatever powers her Grimple genes could give her without morphing. 
 
   She shook her head, an almost imperceptible movement. The drug was winning. The drug and whatever order had been programmed into her. Her pupils were saucer dark discs, sweat dampened her brow.
 
   Then I saw it and tensed. A small square shape. A bomb, beneath the fold of her sin-red dress, next to her heart.
 
   Alpha-3 would be my best guess: dough-like and malleable, odorless, a small amount could cause extensive damage in a closely packed space and without the metallic bond Semtex contained. Semtex couldn’t get through the metal detectors into the Center, but its older and less stable cousin Alpha-3 could, especially if sneaked in the back door by a determined someone. 
 
   “Bran?”
 
   “I’m here.” 
 
   I didn’t dare glance over my shoulder to verify his nearness. Time for trust. “Remember that stop time spell you did at the restaurant?”
 
   “I didn’t—”
 
   “Can you do it or not?”
 
   “Slow maybe.”
 
   “Slow will help. Do it. Don’t need the whole room, just around the four of us.”
 
   “Four?”
 
   “Include Suzette.”
 
   Please make it be enough. I stepped closer to Dominique. “I’m here, Dominique. Right here.”
 
   Now I had a choice. Save the woman who held Van hostage and tried to have me killed, at the risk of my own life. Or back away.
 
   “Go.” I muttered to Bran, the one word wrenched from my soul. “Now.”
 
   “Dom?”
 
   Choice made.
 
   “I’ve got her.”
 
   Unless she killed me first.
 
  
 
   
 
   
   CHAPTER  62
 
    
 
   “We have to go outside,” I said to Dominique, interspersing every order with the makeshift containment spell, but I needed to get her and the bomb outside where I could create a true containment spell around her. “I’m here.” I leaned closer. “You go down, I go down. I won’t let you die but I can’t do this without you.”
 
   I hoped Dom wouldn’t take this as an opportunity to get rid of me and dozens of others standing near us once and for all. That she valued her own skin enough not to do something stupid, even as I noted how badly she was shaking, her skin pale beneath a sheen of sweat. 
 
   Was Bran’s spell taking effect? It had to be as I felt the weight in my arms and legs, the effort to breathe, the space around me shimmered. Not enough so others could see and understand but enough that it felt like wading through very, very thick air.
 
   I spoke again. “Save yourself.”
 
   She closed her eyes, a tormented woman. If the bomb was plastique, it needed a fuse or electrical pulse detonator to set it off. But which one? I guessed the latter. More control but was Dom programmed to explode the bomb herself or would Suzette? 
 
   A shift in the crowd as sounds broke through to me. A rise in volume. Some mucky-muck had arrived, squeezing people closer together. Making it harder for Bran to hold his spell.
 
   Crap.
 
   I kept my gaze locked with hers. I’d meant what I’d said. She’d kill us both if she gave into the drug.
 
   Maybe she had no choice.
 
   But I did.
 
   “Dominique.” It was Suzette, shouting from a dozen feet away, restrained by Bran grabbing her arms. “Dominique.”
 
   Dominique shifted. Stepped toward Suzette.
 
   I blocked her. Good thing I had several inches on her, enough to block her visually from Suzette. “I mean it. You’ll have to kill me before I’ll let you do anything.”
 
   “Get away,” her whispered words tore at me, but I didn’t budge an inch. I couldn’t afford to, for all of our sakes.
 
   “Come with me, Dominique,” I said, aware of the pleading tone in my voice. “Take my hand and walk out of here with me.”
 
   I grabbed both of her hands to keep control of her and to prevent her reaching for a trigger. They trembled beneath my touch.
 
   “That’s right. Fight it. Not me.” I nudged against her, but she didn’t budge. “Come with me. We’ll walk the other way.” Away from whomever just arrived. “Let’s do this together.” I nudged again.
 
   This time she moved. A granite boulder inching uphill, but she moved in the direction I needed her to move. Toward a side door. 
 
   My head pounded. I had to fight against Bran’s spell while holding one of my own. I’d be lucky if I didn’t black out.
 
   I gave Dominique a smile wavy around the edges but a smile. She was moving toward safety. 
 
   Shouts sounded nearby. Dominique’s gaze faltered and shifted. Mine followed.
 
   Suzette. 
 
   Bran had both arms around the woman, bucking and shaking against him like a cornered calf. Security guards were converging on the pair. They’d almost reached them when Suzette reared back, head-butting Bran and breaking free.
 
   Free and rushing straight at Dominique and me, whipping open a cell phone in the process.
 
   The detonator.
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
   CHAPTER 63
 
    
 
   I froze mid-breath, aware what I was about to do betrayed my vow to my father and to myself. All magic had a price. 
 
   If I didn’t act, though, we all died. If I did act, I’d pay the price with no idea of the cost.
 
   “Bran.” It felt like I was shouting, but everyone was focused on the hoopla at the main doors. I never thought I’d be thankful for the entrance of a celebrity. “I’m linking with you.”
 
   He didn’t have a chance to reply as I pulled deep within my core and breathed out.
 
   My mentor witch asked what it felt like when I did what many thought was impossible. I’d told her it felt like being on top of the highest cliff, looking at the world still and far below, and then stepping off.
 
   “Hemma, hanna, druia.” The old words, in a tongue I didn’t understand, mumbled forth. “Hemma, druia, sanctum.”
 
   I pulled forth Bran’s magic and made it my own, amplifying like a tornado funnel amplified wind. I pulled not only his but any other non-human abilities within a twenty-foot radius until I was still in the center and oh so powerful and dangerous to everyone around.
 
   Time didn’t still, it slammed to a halt. Suzette caught mid-scream, Dominique with a bead of sweat dripping from forehead to chin. Everyone within my radius frozen, except for Bran and me. 
 
   I could hear him fighting his own spell engulfing him. He had a little immunity, same as me, but at a cost. My head roared, blood pounded behind my eyes, nerve endings jangled. Fighting against time was a bitch.
 
   “Get them outside,” I whispered, focusing everything I had to hold the spell. Stepping inside Bran’s power and lashing it with mine merged the two of us. I felt the thud of his heart, his labored breathing, the churn of his emotions: awe, anger, fear. 
 
   But I couldn’t stop; it took too much to hold time in place.
 
   Bran moved, snagging Suzette as if she were a stiff doll and slogging to the nearest door. I couldn’t carry Dominique but held my ground, pushing the spell further out to make sure Suzette wasn’t released. 
 
   “Hurry,” I whispered, not even sure he could hear me.
 
   “I’m coming.”
 
   By the time he returned to my side only seconds later, my body quivered, sweat destroying my lovely dress, my head screaming with the mother of all headaches.
 
   He half-lifted, half-dragged Dominique along as I followed closely—each step heavy, painful. I didn’t know how Bran was moving and carrying at the same time.
 
   “How are you?” he grunted, the last five feet in sight with Suzette frozen just beyond the open door way.
 
   “Holding.” It was all I could manage.
 
   “Later. You tell me what. . .”
 
   I nodded. Explaining to another who wove magic that I was a witch magnifier, an amplifier who could use others’ powers, channeling them through me, with or without their permission, was not an easy conversation. 
 
   I was a freaking vampire weapon, but not blood driven, magic driven. My father warned me that others would fear and despise me if they knew. Those who didn’t would want to use me.
 
   Later, I’d deal with the fallout. Now Bran was wrestling Dominique through the door and setting her down beside Suzette. We were along the outer promenade facing Rock Creek Parkway and the Potomac, the city and National Cathedral lights winking in the distance. A blast of cool air bit my skin, a welcome relief.
 
   “Now what?” Bran bent slightly like a runner catching his breath, staring at me as if I had sprouted horns. Which in his view, and in mine, too, I had. 
 
   It was easier holding the spell here, in a smaller area, as I focused only on Suzette and Dominique. The pressure lessened a little on Bran and me, though I could only speak in small bursts. If my attention cracked or wavered in the slightest, the spell would go down and Suzette would be free to activate the bomb.
 
   “Need containment circle,” I breathed, my eyes on my captives. Even in the darkness broken by the lights of the Center behind us, I could see the fury in Suzette’s gaze. She might be frozen but only biding her time, waiting for the second she was free. “Need blood.”
 
   “I don’t have any way to draw blood.” He came up beside me.
 
   Damn. Never thought of that. Anything that could possibly be used as a threat was rigidly removed from anyone entering the Center. 
 
   “Wait.” He stepped toward Suzette, spying what I had just noticed. A brooch and brooches had pins. Leave it to the dress designer to spot that detail.
 
   He wrestled the pin off, not easy as the closer he got to Suzette the harder it was to move, but the second the brooch was clear he twisted toward me.
 
   He raised his cuff to slash his wrist.
 
   “No. Mine.” I shook my fingers, the only thing I could still move. “Take over spell?”
 
   He nodded, shouldering beside me as I freed myself from him, staggering back as I stepped back into time. 
 
   I sucked in deep breaths of air, reaching for the pin clutched in his hand. No telling how much longer he could hold the time spell, but not long by the subtle shifting of Dominique and Suzette.
 
   My head would bleed the most but not with a pin prick. First I had to change the pin to something larger, sharper.
 
    
 
   “As thou be, so now change. Thought to image. Image to bind. Bind to blood let.”
 
    
 
   Now I clutched a small dagger. It wouldn’t remain in dagger form for long, but it had to do.
 
   Like a diabetic I started stabbing the ends of my fingers, over and over, dribbling blood in a rough circle around the two women. I closed the circle, murmuring the whole time, 
 
   “Continere. Continere. Continere.”
 
    
 
   My fingers screamed as I straightened, pushing my hair back, aware of the sweat cooling on my skin.
 
   “You can release the time spell,” I said, wondering what was taking the team so long to arrive. 
 
   Bran raised his head, then bowed, as a man releasing a heavy weight. This time it was Dominique and Suzette who staggered, as if dashed awake. They looked at Bran and me, then at each other.
 
   Suzette acted first. Hurling herself toward me then slamming backwards when she hit the edge of the circle. It held. Thank the Spirits, it held. 
 
   It’d taken everything I had, scoured all the magic resources I possessed and then some to get us this far. Now it was time for the team and the authorities to stop these two. 
 
   As if in slow motion, Suzette sitting on her backside on the ground, glanced from me to Bran and then to Dominique. 
 
   Too late I realized her intention.
 
   Dominique must have grasped the danger quicker as she was already morphing, shifting into her Grimple form.
 
   “No,” Bran shouted, lunging toward the circle, but the containment worked both ways. It kept them in and us out. 
 
   If Dominique morphed fully the circle would be too small for the two of them. But that wasn’t the biggest issue.
 
   Suzette still had her phone.
 
   Four things happened at once, as if choreographed.
 
   Bran screamed, “Dom, no.”
 
   Dominique shifted.
 
   Suzette punched a number.
 
   And I . . .I thrust my hands forward and pushed. Pushed with every ounce I had. Pushed with fear and terror pulsing through me. Pushed as if there would be no tomorrow.
 
   Then the bomb exploded.
 
  
 
   
 
   
   CHAPTER 64
 
    
 
   The blast blew Bran and I backwards but did little more than rattle the Center’s windows.
 
   Damn that was one good containment spell. That and the fact I’d tossed Suzette and Dominique over the roadway below the Center and far out over the Potomac. Between the spell, the force of the explosion, and their location I doubted any retrieval team would find even ashes. If there was a retrieval team.
 
   But those thoughts came later. Thrown against a concrete planter it took a moment to shake my hair out of my eyes and look for Bran. He’d recovered sooner and was already leaning across the nearest rail, staring at the Potomac. The cold moving water. The tomb of his cousin.
 
   I crawled to my feet, hearing Jaylene and Vaughn scrambling toward me. “What happened?” Vaughn demanded as she reached my side, helping Jaylene pull me to my feet.
 
   “Problem eliminated.” I shrugged off their hands. “I’ll report the rest later.”
 
   I stumbled toward Bran. Kelly hovered beside him then backed away as I neared.
 
   “I’m sorry Bran.” I meant it, too, on so many levels. “I know you cared for her.”
 
   He turned. Not fully facing me but enough I could read the anguish and the anger in the shadows of his face. “You killed her.”
 
   As if I hadn’t been hit hard enough with the first blast, his words sliced me. “I stopped her.” 
 
   “A witch as powerful as you could have created two circles. Kept her safe. But you didn’t.”
 
   I didn’t know if I wanted to laugh or cry. Me? Powerful? I could barely stand and he’d expected more. Monday morning quarterbacking was so much easier than in the heat of the moment, but truth coated his words.
 
   Dominique and Suzette were both dead. Now we’d never know who was working with them other than Dominique’s cryptic words at the house. My only lead to Van was gone. And Bran was alone.
 
   And yes, I’d done that. I’d do it again in a heartbeat if it meant keeping Bran alive.
 
   He didn’t want to hear that. Not from me. Not now, and maybe not ever.
 
   I’d killed his beloved cousin, the cousin of his childhood, not the manipulative, dangerous woman she’d become.
 
   Magic always had a price. The cost to me? 
 
   Losing Bran for good.
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
   CHAPTER 65
 
    
 
   The knock on the Washington D.C. coffee house window startled me until I looked up and spied Franco, if that was his real name. My smile was automatic even though he looked different. The shrieking look-at-me hair color gone, his hair was cropped short and close to the head, blending into the top length which was swept back. He looked different, very sexy different, which had the breath backing up in my lungs.
 
   Franco I could deal with; this edgy, wary stranger was new territory. It was like I’d been expecting something light and fluffy and instead found something dangerous and very, very much a male. The tight lines radiating from his eyes clued me in to the pain he’d been in since I’d last seen him.
 
   “How did you find me?” I asked, as he joined me at the small window table in the nearly empty room. 
 
   “I have my sources.” His accent sounded more British, more clipped and formal—not sounding like the old Franco at all, until a small grin broke through at my puzzled expression and he added, “Yes, I know. I’m having the same problem reconciling you as a hairdresser and an agent.”
 
   I allowed a slight ripple of my shoulders. “But I am a hairdresser.”
 
   “And a mighty good one,” he said. “Though making a peroxide bomb does boggle the imagination.”
 
   “You remember that?”
 
   “Heard the details that I missed as well as that little dust up exhibition you put on at the Kennedy Center. The tabloids have been full of nothing else since.”
 
   He didn’t have to tell me about that. But the tabloids didn’t have all the details. They knew nothing about what happened to Dominique and Suzette, only that two women had left the crowded room with me and Bran, and even those reports were conflicting. 
 
   Bran fielded the press and put his own spin on things. Theft of fashion designs. As if. And the rattle of the windows? Sonic burst from a passing military jet. Ling Mai covered that.
 
   Franco continued in all seriousness. “You saved Bran. Nice piece of work there, too.”
 
   I looked away, not ready to deal with emotions that refused to be tamed. One more week or so without seeing him and maybe then I could hear his name without reacting. Okay, maybe a little longer, like a year. 
 
   “Just part of my job.”
 
   He gave me a shrewd glance and a droll tone, “Really?”
 
   Time to deflect the man. “Is your real name Franco?” 
 
   “It’s one of my names.” He extended his right hand for a shake. “It’ll do for now.” I could hear what wasn’t being said. It was dangerous to expose the real you in our line of work. In a year, when my contract with the agency expired, I could go back to being a civilian, but Franco had chosen this world, and its shadow side for life.
 
   “Frank Harrington at your service.”
 
   I shook his hand and scrutinized him closely. Frank fit him, old world solid, and intense. But then so did Franco. I steadied nerves by wrapping my hands around my mug. “Do you mind if I ask a question or two?”
 
   “Shoot.” Then held up his hands. “Just an expression.”
 
   He earned the smile I gave him. “I understand that your people were involved because of the theft of some British government papers.” 
 
   “Just as your agency became involved on behalf of your government’s concerns about the thefts.”
 
   I nodded. “But why didn’t MI-6 tell Interpol they had a man undercover?”
 
   “You mean why didn’t we share with your agency? Combine our resources?”
 
   “Yeah.” I looked at him straight on. “Interpol knew we were going in.”
 
   “Need to know basis, dahling.” He shrugged, then grimaced. “Always the old need to bloody well know, and now a decent woman is dead.”
 
   “Sasha.” 
 
   Franco’s face tightened. “Yes, a new recruit that should never have been brought in.”
 
   “Then why was she?”
 
   “We suspected Dominique, but knew she wasn’t working alone. We thought along the same lines as your agency.” He gave me a shrewd look. “That Dominique might be more than she seemed.”
 
   Interesting. “So MI-6 has a—”
 
   He raised his hand. “A branch we don’t speak about publically? Yes. More hush-hush and very need-to-know.”
 
   I sighed, already wondering if the Brits had better documentation on non-humans than Fraulein Fassbinder. Heck, they had to, even Wikipedia had more intel. Maybe there could be a little tit-for-tat sharing to be arranged. 
 
   Franco, or Frank, continued, “Our fellows decided to send in someone to infiltrate the women’s world that I couldn’t access. That and the fact that when you arrived there was a rumor you were Dominique’s contact for the next phase of whatever she had planned.”
 
   “Me?”
 
   “It wasn’t like Bran to bring on a new staff member without his cousin’s prior approval. Dominique, for all her faults, and they were legion, did run a tight ship. Even I had to come to Dominique’s attention before being hired. Which Bran very nicely set up as we’d known each other from attending Oxford together, but your coming in was the first break in the pattern. Then things changed.”
 
   Oxford?  Another piece of Bran I didn’t know. I looked at Frank. “What things?”
 
   It was Franco’s old laugh as he said, “Do not be dense. Anyone with eyes in their heads could see the sparks between you and Bran. Since you knew your job as a hairdresser, it was easy to dismiss you as a fling on his part.”
 
   Fling it was. Fast, furious, and not meant to be. Ignoring the tightening in my stomach, I let him continue. 
 
   “The home folks didn’t trust my intel that you were just as you appeared to be—a hairdresser. My word, I’ll never live that one down when I get back to the home office.”
 
   “I’m sorry about Sasha.” I meant it, too. The poor woman was in way over her head almost from the start, a sensation I could relate to even if my own mission was deemed mostly successful with both Dominique and Suzette neutralized and the drug confiscated. 
 
    Franco’s jaw tightened. “It appears that Suzette was the one who killed Sasha.”
 
   Not new news here as I’d put two and two together. Several official agencies jockeyed for information as to the ramifications of the drug, who had created it, who it had been administered to, who else knew about it. The model’s death was just one piece of a larger puzzle, and those agencies didn’t even guess at the non-human elements. 
 
   Who were the Seekers? And what did they want? And why? Ling Mai had reassured the IR team that we’d know the details in due time. Probably the same amount of time it took me to forget Bran. Another cheery thought.
 
   “So your people know that Suzette murdered Sasha for sure?” I asked.
 
   “Yes. It appears Dominique had no idea Suzette was the puppet master pulling the strings. From what we’ve been able to piece together, Dominique most likely recruited her assistance in the drug scheme and promised the woman a sizable monetary reward when the drug proved effective. On Dominique’s orders, Suzette drugged and killed Sasha. Orders that Suzette fed to Dominique anonymously.”
 
   “And the knife?”
 
   “While you and I were finding Sasha, Suzette stashed the knife in my room to add confusion.”
 
   “So Suzette was actually the one behind everything.” On one level I could accept it. The woman was thorough. On another level, I marveled at how invisible the young woman really had been, slipping beneath everyone’s radar. But who was Vaverek? And when would I find him? 
 
   I was already making plans to slip beneath the IR radar and head to Paris. I’d done what Ling Mai and Stone wanted on this last mission. Two weeks where Van had remained in the hands of his captors. They wouldn’t hold him forever, only until he told them what they wanted to know or broke him. Day after tomorrow I was gone. Team be dammed.
 
   “Diabolical wasn’t it?” Frank continued, as if I were paying attention. “Suzette was the one who came across the drug initially when her uncle, who was a French research scientist, described it to her. Originally the drug was designed to help women in therapy but instead could be used against them. Suzette saw its larger and darker potential but needed to be able to test it before buyers would fork over the kind of money she wanted for it. Only drawback to the drug seemed to be that mostly women were susceptible to it.”
 
   Including Dominique. 
 
   As if I’d spoken aloud, Frank said, “Yes, I caught the irony that Dominique was caught in her own web.”
 
   Too bad Bran saw me as solely responsible for killing her. Another thing I refused to think about. Instead I asked, “What happened to the uncle?”
 
   “He died from a hit and run accident.”
 
   “How convenient.”
 
   “Wasn’t it?” He rolled his eyes ala the old Franco. “Suzette no doubt went to work for Dominique with one goal in mind, to use the tour, and its access to women all over the world—”
 
   “Women who in turn had access to anything from art to government intel.”
 
   “Precisely. It was the perfect staging ground. Different victims. Different thefts. Different locales so law enforcement wouldn’t add up all the pieces until it was too late. Which it almost was.”
 
   “So what alerted Interpol?”
 
   “Suzette got greedy, using more and more of the thefts to create a cash flow while she waited for the big break. We couldn’t link them to her because the money she was making was channeled through her uncle’s accounts. Accounts she could use because she was the executor of his estate.”
 
   “So Suzette’s cash flow didn’t alert anyone,” I said. 
 
    Frank nodded. “A few less jobs, or a few less valuable pieces stolen and Suzette might have realized her ultimate plan. As it was she created a strong body of evidence that the drug worked.”
 
   And to think the woman was only human. Who knew what she might have done if she’d been involved with the non-humans. 
 
   “And Dominique?”
 
   “Suzette saw all too quickly that Dominique could also be manipulated, so she used Dominique’s need to be a true power-player, coming out from Bran’s shadow. Suzette brought Dominique into the scheme in small stages until the woman was truly committed.”
 
   I leaned closer. “And the non-human element? Did Suzette know what she was getting involved in?”
 
   “I don’t think it mattered, but by bringing in Dominique, Suzette altered others who saw the potential in the drug, too.”
 
   “Against humans.”
 
   “If humans were the enemy, then yes. Dominique won’t have cared so much if humans were casualties. She was willing to do anything, including destroy Bran.”
 
   My heart twisted. He hadn’t deserved more betrayal from his family. 
 
   “That part I don’t understand.” I let my anger slip into my words. “Bran had made her successful.”
 
   “Successful in some ways, yes, but it was always his name on everyone’s tongue. He was the one with the ultimate power. She wanted what he had only more.” He lowered his voice as he asked, “Did you figure out what she was? I never did.”
 
   “She was a Grimple. More demon than human. Very nasty.”
 
   “I so agree.” Frank shuddered, not that I blamed him. 
 
   “So possessing and selling the drug was going to set Dominique up in a different league than Bran,” I mused aloud.
 
   “While destroying him at the same time.”
 
   For that alone I could hate the woman. My tone didn’t hide my disgust. “Nice lady.” 
 
   “Not very.” Frank’s frown agreeing with mine. “But then ‘nice’ was never a word one associated with Dominique.”
 
   True. “So what happens now?” I asked. “To you?”
 
   “Me? Why I go back to work. I do such a fabulous job.”
 
   I couldn’t help the grin. The first one in days. My Franco was not gone all together.
 
   “And you?” He asked, his brows angled. “What happens with you and Bran?”
 
   “Nothing.” The word sputtered out. “There is no Bran and me.”
 
   “Come, come, dahling, this is Franco here. There is no need to prevaricate with me.”  
 
   “I’m not—”
 
   “Of course you are.” He moued his lips, which looked odd on him now. “This will never do. I owe Bran. You know he stepped in front of me when Dominique simply wanted to kill me. He earned a nasty blow for his efforts and Dominique’s shot landed in my shoulder instead of somewhere more vital.”
 
   “I didn’t know he’d interceded.” The move sounded like something he’d do, heroic and foolish at the same time. “By the way, what happened then? Had she discovered who you were?”
 
   “Sadly, yes. It seems Suzette forced Sasha to tell everything she knew before she was killed. Sasha didn’t know anything about you and a little too much about me.”
 
   “So Dominique knew you were MI-6 since the yacht?”
 
   “Yes, which was another reason Suzette placed the knife in my room, as an attempt to remove me from the scene. But when that didn’t work, thanks to you, Dominique had to bide her time until she could eliminate me. But enough about me, we’re discussing you and Bran.”
 
   Time to nip this in the bud. “Listen closely, Frank, as I’m only going to say this once. There is no Bran and me. End of story.” 
 
   “That’s not what he said.”
 
   That quick my emotions slammed to the fore. Which was ridiculous. The mission was over, the man was out of my life. He had his world, I had mine. 
 
   Franco leaned closer, his eyes gleaming. “I know for a fact he wondered where you went.”
 
   “Why?
 
   “Pshhh.” It was a classic Franco sound. “Don’t tell me you’re afraid to talk with him?”
 
   “Course, I’m not.” I clamped both hands around my mug, glad it was sturdy stoneware and not porcelain. “There’s nothing to say. Job’s over.”
 
   “Job might be.” He made to rise. “But the relationship isn’t.” Looking out the window as he added, “And since I owe not only Bran, but you, too, for saving my life, I’ve decided to help you.”
 
   “Help me what?”
 
   He slid a piece of paper onto the tabletop.
 
   I eyed it as I would a poisoned rattler. “What’s that?”
 
   “It’s where Bran is now. His corporate offices are here in D.C.”
 
   Another thing I didn’t know about Bran. I shifted clenched shoulders. “I told you—”
 
   “You do not strike me as a woman who fears much. And yet you fear intimacy.”
 
   “You know nothing about me.” I kept my voice low, hard as it was.
 
   He leaned over the table, his eyes serious, more the seasoned agent than the Franco I’d known. “You’re right, I don’t know a lot about you, about your background, about what drives you, but there is one thing I do know.”
 
   He paused until I bit the bullet, strangled my coffee cup instead of him, and asked, “So what do you know?”
 
   He whispered. “I know that even folks like us deserve a life.” Then he straightened, adjusting the sleeves of his jacket just so. “Think about it. Bran’s there now. Don’t be afraid.”
 
   Afraid my hiney. Noziaks didn’t do fear.
 
   I so was not afraid. 
 
   Liar.
 
   Okay, maybe I was, just a little, but not about intimacy.
 
   Liar.
 
   I’d had sex with the man, and more than that I’d shared magic with him; what was more intimate than that?
 
   I didn’t even wait for my answer as I slammed to my feet. I’d show Frank, and myself, that I wasn’t afraid. I could at least talk to Bran. Say my official goodbyes, if that’s what I chose to do. What was the harm in a final farewell?
 
   Besides, if I didn’t say goodbye in person, my team would never let me live it down.
 
   Yup, I’d do this for the team.
 
   But before I left I turned to Frank and asked, “Do you know anything about my brother Van? Dominique mentioned Paris.”
 
   “Sorry, kiddo. I’ve been out of the loop.” 
 
   He must have noticed the slump to my shoulders as he leaned forward. “But if I do hear anything, I’ll be in touch.”
 
   It was enough for now. I waved him away, catching the other women in the coffee shop checking him out as he walked away. Franco the stud-muffin. Who knew.
 
   But there was another stud-muffin I needed to see. No time like the present.
 
  
 
   
 
   
   CHAPTER 66
 
    
 
   Vaverek feared no man, but the one who sat behind the Eames desk, so casual, so controlled, made the blood in him freeze.
 
   “Is he still alive?” the cultured voice asked, his face in shadows though afternoon sun streamed through the window behind him. Parisian sun, unlike anything else on earth. Vaverek was a pragmatist more than anything and yet he still enjoyed the light of Montmartre.
 
   But for how long?
 
   “I asked—”
 
   “I know what you asked.” Vaverek stepped forward, aware of the sweat dampening upon his skin, aware the other could smell his fear, but knowing this one only respected arrogance. “I also know my job. He’s alive.” 
 
   For now.
 
   “Good.” The man picked up a letter opener. A very old, very sharp instrument but then the way Vaverek had heard it, this man could make an ice cube into a weapon.
 
   Not an individual a smart person wanted to cross and Vaverek prided himself on his brains. More brains than most of his kind. 
 
   “If the shifter dies, you die,” the other spoke again, voice husky and low.
 
   “I am aware of this.”
 
   “Good. We don’t want any mistakes.”
 
   Then they should have told him earlier not to be so rough. First they wanted only information, all of it, and the quicker the better. Then they changed their minds.
 
   Vaverek cleared his throat, aware asking too many questions could be lethal, but being kept in the dark could be, too. “I can’t promise how long—”
 
   The hand holding the instrument stilled. “A few more days.”
 
   He nodded. “That I can do.” He inhaled the first breath he’d taken since reaching this office with its view of the Eiffel Tower beyond the bank of windows. “But I can’t promise much longer. Even shifters can die.”
 
   “As can we all.” It wasn’t the words but the tone that had Vaverek stepping back.
 
   But the man wasn’t looking at him, those ice eyes watching the opener slide through his fingers. It was as if Vaverek didn’t exist.
 
   Vaverek cleared his throat. “I’ll be going then.” 
 
   The other raised one manicured hand and waved him off. Only after Vaverek had left did he lift his landline and punch in the single digit number. He spoke before the other said hello. “Is she coming?”
 
   The woman answered. “We expect confirmation at any moment.”
 
   “Alone?”
 
   “No.” A pause. “But we’ve taken that into account.”
 
   “I want her.”
 
   “Patience. A few more days, then she’s yours.”
 
   “And the brother is yours.”
 
   “It’s good to work with a professional.” A click.
 
   He returned the phone to its cradle. At last, the pieces were coming together. Alex Noziak would be his. 
 
   The next stage would begin.
 
  
 
   
 
   
   CHAPTER 67
 
    
 
   I found him at the address Franco had given me. Sexy, difficult, out-of-my-reach Bran. He was bent over a worktable, Collette at his side, gesturing over a set of drawings when I arrived and was shown into the house by a silent butler who asked no questions once I gave my name.
 
   And now I was here and Bran was there, just across the room. I jammed my hands in my jean pockets as I cleared my throat and he glanced up. His gaze lasered in on mine as the room shrank in size. He looked tired, strain bracketing his eyes, his lips pressed in a flat line, even as he straightened and stilled.
 
   “Alex.”
 
   The single word had my mouth going dry.
 
   “Bran.”
 
   “Well.” Collette cleared her throat and glanced between us. “Since I’ve become a third wheel, I’ll take that as my clue to leave. Nice to see you, Alex.” 
 
   She left in a flurry of motion. Not that I really noticed. Not while Bran continued to drill me with his gaze. Why didn’t he say anything?
 
   Damn him anyway.
 
   “You disappeared.”
 
   At last he broke the impasse, though it sounded more like an accusation than a hello. 
 
   “My job was finished.”
 
   “It always comes down to that, doesn’t it?” His tone was harsh, his gaze bleak. “A job?”
 
   “Yes.” 
 
   “Did you have to kill her?” How like a warlock, a jab to the jugular, no slow finesse.
 
   I answered with the truth. “I don’t know.”
 
   “Have it your way.” He glanced away and shut me out.
 
   But I hadn’t come this far to get dismissed. I swallowed hard and stepped deeper into the room. Hearing my own fears. Parasitic witch. Killer. Murderer.
 
   Well, phooey on all of the words. They weren’t true.
 
   “That’s it then?” My voice sounded strained as I stepped toward him. “I saved your life. The least I deserve is a thank you.”
 
   He raised his eyes and narrowed them on mine like a hawk sighting a prize. “Is that what you came for? A thank you?”
 
   “It’s a start.”
 
   “And then what, Alex?” He straightened and threw the pencil he’d been gripping onto the table. “I say thanks. You say goodbye?”
 
   I hadn’t worked out all the details yet. 
 
   Before I could find the right words he leaned forward, splaying his hands on the table as if bracing himself for a fight. 
 
   “Listen,” he said, eyes fierce, his voice low and intense. “It may have been a job for you, but it wasn’t for me. Never.” He glanced away as if battling his own demons. “They showed me a photo of you before you ever arrived and I ached.”
 
   That knocked all the wind out of me. “You did?”
 
   He ignored my breathless response. “I told myself it was fear of losing my reputation—merde; I told myself a thousand different reasons and then you arrived.”
 
   I couldn’t turn away. Not with the lump in my throat, the shaking in my hands.
 
   “I work with women every day. Beautiful women. Accomplished women. Famous and infamous women. And yes, I’ve worked with my share of witches.”
 
   I bet buttons to bluebells he didn’t work with many pig farmer’s daughters. And if he was buttering me up he was doing a hell of a poor job of it.
 
    He shook his head as if trying to understand his own jerky words. “And then you came into my life and changed everything.”
 
   That was better.
 
   “I didn’t want you around. Not as an agent.” I could read the bleakness in his eyes. “Yet every time I dealt with you your job was thrown in my face. You were a witch. I was a warlock. I knew the lines and if I didn’t you drew them between us.” 
 
   “Not every time.” I was drowning here. Out of my depth. Crud, give me something to fight.
 
   His eyes darkened. “You wouldn’t let me protect you. I fumbled around like a damn schoolboy at a loss at how to make you mine.”
 
   “Bran...” Words escaped me. Reason escaped me. This was not cool, controlled, aloof Bran. This was a man in torment. As I had been in torment. “I—”
 
   “Don’t.” He raised a hand to stop my words. “Don’t tell me again that what was between us is the job.”
 
   “You’ll never forgive me.” There, I inserted the truth into the conversation even as my heart splintered.
 
   “You’re right. I won’t.” Knife to heart. 
 
   “What do you want from me?” Stepping off a precipice, an emotional one, one I’d feared my whole life, I unclenched my shoulders and spoke around the huge lump in my throat. “Do you want us together?”
 
   “I thought I did, at one time.”
 
   There, that was it, the death knell. Somewhere I found my voice and my backbone. “I’ll be leaving then.”
 
   “Wait.” His voice stopped me. That and the chill etching the word.
 
   I straightened my spin. I wasn’t going to be anybody’s punching bag. He’d made his opinions of me clear. What was left? To make me bleed a little more? Not possible, the wounds of his words went deep. Not lethal but close. Damn close.
 
   “What do you want?” I bit the words out. Witch speaking to arrogant warlock, the only barrier I could erect right then.
 
   “I need your help.” He sounded as happy saying the words as I was hearing them.
 
   “To do what?”
 
   “I can find Vaverek.”
 
   The second death knell. The man I wanted and needed to find Van. The carrot to dangle before the IR agency to get them on board with helping me. The sole clue to find out who or what the Seekers were.
 
   In the hands of a man who made no bones over the fact he now hated me.
 
   “That a guess or a certainty?” I asked, ignoring the increase in my heart rate, the sweating of my palms. 
 
   “A certainty.” His Celtic blue eyes sliced me. Daring and taunting at the same time. “I know where he is.”
 
   “And what do you need my help for? You’re a powerful warlock.” I threw the gauntlet down.
 
   “Acies acendo adamo,” he said, each word, slow, measured, and certain. That damn Latin portent he’d used before.
 
   I shrugged, though my shoulders were so stiff they wanted to break. “Spell it out.”
 
   “The time of loss. When a powerful warlock and an even more powerful witch join forces, the time of change starts.”
 
   “Not clear enough.” I wanted to be crystal clear about what I was getting into. I had no doubt I’d go along, it was my only chance to find Van, but like using magic, it was always better to go into a deal with the devil with my eyes open.
 
   “I need your ability to combine powers with mine to find and crush Vaverek. He’s also behind Dom’s death and I won’t stop until I make him pay.”
 
   First time I’d laid eyes on Bran I’d thought he’d be a ruthless man to have as an enemy. It seemed I was about to find out how ruthless.
 
    “And what do I get out of this arrangement?” I asked, my throat dry.
 
   “I won’t kill you for your part in her death.”
 
    
 
   The End
 
    
 
   ***
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   He hid his car in the woods and hiked back to the house. He’d been planning what he was about to do for a long, long time. The first seed of the plan was planted when he was seven years old:  Mama locked him out of the house for wetting the bed, just as the school bus arrived with his classmates hanging from the bus windows, laughing and taunting him, as he stood outside in his soiled pajamas. The plan strengthened with each beating with the long, black, leather belt Daddy left behind after the divorce. The beatings grew more frequent, and just about anything could inspire one, whether it was a stolen snack before dinner, or because she had another one of her headaches. 
 
   His was a plan that had been honed and perfected over the years. He’d put in time for practice, too, unfortunately for the five women he’d killed over the years. What surprised him was how much he enjoyed killing the women. It was anger that motivated him, but each killing gave him a sexual release like he’d never had. He’d become proficient at murder. Three of the women had not even been discovered, he’d hidden them so well. The other two would become cold cases soon. As Mama always said, practice made perfect.
 
   He entered the old farm house and laid the jug of kerosene he’d carried from his car down on the linoleum floor. 
 
   He pulled a pair of latex gloves out of his front pocket. Then he stood back and took a good look at the woman, lying on her stomach, strapped to the kitchen table with duct tape. He’d removed her panties and flung her dress up so he could reenact a scene that was repeated throughout his childhood, up until the time he’d grown big enough to fight back. It was a scene that played in brilliant Technicolor in his nightmares every night. 
 
   “Good choice livin’ in the country, Mama. A good five miles between farms makes things that much easier for me. No one’s going to notice the fire until it’s too late,” he said, laughing as he walked into the kitchen.
 
   “Oh, what is it you’re trying to say? Hard to talk with duct tape stretched across your face, isn’t it?” he asked as his mouth pulled into a sour grin.
 
   When she noticed he had Daddy’s long, black, leather belt in his hand, she started to whimper. Mama knew what was about to come. Hadn’t she done it to him a million times before?
 
   “I even remember the chant, Mama,” he told her. “You repeated it with every beating, so how could I not remember it?”
 
   He popped the belt, the crack echoing through the small house. Mama flinched as he moved closer. 
 
   “Little girls are pure and go to heaven. But little boys are dirty and go to hell.” His voice grew husky, changing back from the imitated falsetto. “Isn’t that what you would say, Mama?”
 
   He pulled the belt over his shoulder, whipped it down across her buttocks, and laughed at her muffled screams. “Oh, Mama. Does that hurt?”  He pummeled her with the belt until her flesh was so bloody it looked like raw hamburger. He checked her pulse. The bitch was still alive. But that would be remedied soon.
 
   He strode into the living room to a vintage red kerosene lantern Mama owned, in case the house lost electricity during a storm. He slammed it to the floor. Rivulets of the oil ran over fragments of red shattered glass, sinking into the old carpet covering the floor. 
 
   Going into the kitchen, he pulled a hypodermic needle out of his pocket and jabbed it into his mother’s neck. “This will make you too drugged to move, Mama. Got to get you off this table and into a living room chair. It’d be a little suspicious if somehow enough of you was left after the fire, and it was discovered you were duct-taped to your table.”
 
   He watched her a few minutes until she lost consciousness, and he was sure the drug had taken effect. He then carried her into the living room and deposited her in her favorite easy chair. For good measure, he found a book nearby, opened it and placed it on her lap, so that it would appear Mama was enjoying her book when the “accident” happened.
 
   Opening the kerosene jug he’d brought, he poured it over his mother and around the living room. As he headed for the front door, he pulled a book of matches out of his jeans back pocket. He struck a match, and when it lit, tossed it near his mother. He stood back as the room exploded with flames. He dashed through the door and watched from the driveway as the inferno engulfed the small house. Aroused, his hand flew to his member and massaged it as ripples of heat became a tidal wave. He moaned aloud with the erotic pleasure he always got when he’d slain his prey.
 
   In no particular hurry, he walked to his vehicle, turning to watch the fire occasionally as he went. When he reached the woods, he spotted his car a short distance away. It was stuffed with moving boxes. He’d accomplished the one thing he wanted to do since childhood. He’d destroyed evil.
 
   He’d leave Ohio for his new job in Indiana. It was time for a fresh start.[bookmark: _Toc336869028]
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter One
 
 
   A tear slid unchecked down Jennifer Brennan’s cheek as she stared at the casket of her baby’s father, while the minister spoke words of support. She didn’t hear a word.  
 
   The end of the long Indiana summer was nowhere in sight. A September breeze rustled leaves in the tall oak trees surrounding the cemetery, cooling her skin, which was heated by the bright sunlight and rising temperature. The humidity was thick, temperature at least eighty degrees, and no shade near the gravesite. Wiping moisture from her forehead with the back of her hand, Jennifer thought about her baby.
 
   Had he lived, her baby boy would have been five years old. Once Jennifer had learned she was carrying a boy, she’d named him after her father, Tim. She was eight months pregnant and shopping for a baby crib with her mom, Megan. Feeling bigger than a barn, she waddled instead of walked. They’d found the perfect baby bedding set called “Stars at Night,” with stars and prints in shades of warm blues, yellows and browns. It matched the light yellow walls they’d painted the week before in baby Timmy’s room. 
 
   They only needed a crib. They were in Foster’s Furniture on Main Street when the pain started radiating from her back to her belly button. She used the breathing techniques she’d learned in childbirth class and thought she might be having false labor pains. It was too soon. She and her mom were following a saleswoman to the back of the store to see a vintage-looking oak crib when a wave of pain slammed into her like a freight train. Jennifer had moaned and leaned against a dresser for support, her legs feeling like they might give out. Her panties became wet, and she felt something trickling down her leg, into her shoes. She looked down to see blood. Jennifer remembered screaming before she lost consciousness. She’d lost her baby.
 
   Paul Vance, Timmy’s father, had been her world for two years when they both attended Indiana University in Bloomington. There was a time when she thought she loved Paul more than life itself. Christ, she used to think he was her soul mate.  All that evaporated the night she told him she was pregnant with his child.
 
   Jennifer grieved for what could have been if things had been different between Paul and her. It was the unanswered questions and doubts that made it hard. Could things have been different if Paul’s reaction to her pregnancy had been joy instead of anger and fear? Was she wrong to have expected delight when they were both juniors in college, with Paul on a football scholarship, a professional football contract hanging like a bright star in his future?  Was she wrong to refuse his marriage proposal? 
 
   Right or wrong, she’d associated Paul Vance with the living nightmare that ensued after that night. Had it not been for Paul’s abandonment when she’d needed him the most, she would never have had thought about giving her baby away, nor would she have gotten involved with an illegal adoption agency that resulted in her abduction — and probable murder, had she not escaped. 
 
   It wasn’t just that she couldn’t forgive Paul.  She couldn’t trust that in the future, when things went wrong, he would stand by her — and do the right thing. In the two years immediately following their son’s death, they’d tried to recapture the love they once had. She blamed herself for each failed attempt to get back together. He’d destroyed her trust and she couldn’t get past it — no matter how many times Paul begged her. 
 
   Jennifer remembered the last time she’d seen Paul. He’d arrived for a visit as handsome as ever, and happier than she had seen him for a while — since before the Indianapolis Colts had benched him for a knee injury. He’d been picked up by the Tampa Bay Buccaneers and was ecstatic.  He was in such a good mood; he took her to Deer Run State Park, where they hiked and had a picnic. They’d spent hours together hiking and swimming. 
 
   When they returned, Paul showed no signs of leaving until the society page fell out of the Sunday newspaper they were reading. Paul was on the front page, photographed with his model girlfriend of the moment. Paul made a beeline for the door and the visit ended. Jennifer knew their relationship was over, and probably had been for some time. Neither of them wanted to admit it, but it was time for both of them to move on.
 
   The next day, the first of September, the small private plane he was taking to Tampa had engine trouble. The plane went down thirty minutes after takeoff, thus ending Paul’s young life.
 
   She felt her father’s arm around her shoulders as the minister handed her a long-stemmed red rose. Shakily, she moved to the casket and placed it on top. “Good-bye, Paul.”
 
   Jennifer followed her father as he led her mother and her to the awaiting black limousine. Her cousin, Frankie Hansen — who was more like a sister than a cousin — followed them, along with her husband. Lane Hansen carried their three-year-old daughter, Ashley. 
 
   Jennifer had already heard from Paul’s attorney, who announced that Paul had left a great deal of money for her in a trust. That’s what men like Paul did, Jennifer thought, they spent money and set up trusts to relieve their guilt. Did that mean Paul had finally felt responsibility for abandoning her when she needed him most? It didn’t matter anymore. She didn’t want his money. 
 
   From the car, she glanced back at the crowd of people leaving the gravesite. County prosecutor Michael Brandt and his wife, Anne, each held the hand of one of their five-year-old twins, Melissa and Michael, Jr., and headed toward their car. 
 
   The entire county sheriff’s department attended the ceremony in force and stood near a line of trees nearby. Each of the deputies was wearing his or her dress uniform out of respect for Jennifer Brennan, who was now a detective on their team, and for their sheriff, Tim Brennan. A black band stretched across their badges. Like most law enforcement agencies, they were a family who supported their own.
 
   ***
 
   Blake Stone stood in the distance and gazed at Jennifer as she lingered near the casket. Watching Jennifer was not a new thing for Blake, he’d been watching her from a distance since the first moment he saw her five years before. Jennifer had been missing. Her father, his sheriff, beside himself with worry and fear, had summoned Blake and his scuba-diving team to search Monroe Lake near Bloomington. Monroe Lake was the cell tower area where Jennifer’s cell phone had pinged for the last time. They’d hoped to find evidence of what had happened to her in the lake. 
 
   Blake remembered gazing at Jennifer’s photo and praying they would not find the beautiful young woman at the bottom of the lake. His prayers were answered. Her car was discovered, but there were no signs of Jennifer. He was telling a teammate how glad he was she was not in the lake when he heard a woman’s voice behind him. He’d turned to find himself face-to-face with one of the most beautiful women he’d ever seen. A blast of desire had hit him so strong it nearly knocked him off his feet.  Jennifer Brennan stood before him, in the flesh, very pregnant and very much alive. Though he’d never acted on it, he’d fallen hard for Jennifer that day. 
 
   He watched as Jennifer, her hand shaking, slowly laid a rose on the casket.  Even from a distance, Blake could see the tears that stained her pale face. It was all he could do to just stand there and not run to her. He wanted to enclose her in his arms and kiss her until she forgot any pain Paul Vance had ever caused her.
 
   But that was the last thing he could do. Jennifer was a detective on the sheriff’s investigations team, as was he. He couldn’t have a relationship with a peer, especially if the peer was his sheriff’s daughter. 
 
   He clenched his jaw as he thought about Paul Vance. If there were ever a man who did not appreciate what he had, it was Paul Fucking Vance. How in the hell could the bastard have allowed Jennifer to go through her pregnancy alone?  The prick was nowhere to be found when they’d buried Timmy. Big football star, Paul Vance, had plenty of time for the many women it was rumored he was involved with, but he was too busy to attend the burial of his baby? Though he’d never met the man, Blake hated Paul Vance.
 
   ***
 
   Seven Months Later
 
   
Sweat beaded on Jennifer’s forehead as she tossed and turned. The nightmare had returned. She was locked in a small room, walls lined with royal-blue foam soundproofing. She jumped to reach the window, but it was too high. Trying the door again, Jennifer discovered it was locked. Icy fear twisted around her heart as she began to shake. The walls were moving in closer; the room shrinking so small it was suffocating her. There wasn’t enough air and her lungs squeezed with pain. 
 
   Suddenly there was the sound of a key turning in the lock of the door. The doctor monster was coming to take her baby. She couldn’t let that happen. He entered the room with a scalpel in his hand. It was her own scream that jolted her from sleep.
 
   Jennifer awoke, panting in terror with the sheets bunched in her hands. It had happened again. The damn nightmare was back. Turning on the lamp on her bedside table, she looked around the room. No blue foam covered the walls. She wasn’t abducted. Jennifer was in her own bedroom that she’d decorated in pale yellow and white. Everything was okay. At least that’s what Jennifer told her family. Her kidnapping had happened a long time ago, so why did the nightmares continue? Why couldn’t she let it go? She got out of bed and opened a window. A surge of freezing March air filled the room and she slammed the window down.
 
   Jennifer looked at her alarm clock. It was almost four in the morning. She didn’t have to be at work at the sheriff’s office for hours, but she got out of bed and headed for the shower. She didn’t want to risk having another nightmare. 
 
   ***
 
   Because she didn’t feel like making breakfast, Jennifer grabbed her coat to ward off the chill of the March morning and headed for the Sugar Creek Cafe. The place was a favorite for the police and firefighter crowd, and was so packed, she was lucky to find a table. After a few minutes, she noticed her favorite waitress, Catherine Thomas, bearing down on her with a full pot of hot coffee.
 
   “Catherine, you’re a lifesaver. I need my caffeine fix.”
 
   “I hear ya,” the waitress said as she filled Jennifer’s cup to the brim. “Are you eating alone this morning?”
 
   “Yes, and I’m starved. I’ll have your “Country Special” with the eggs scrambled, along with a glass of orange juice.  And keep the coffee coming.”
 
   Catherine nodded and took off for the kitchen, as Jennifer unfolded her newspaper. She’d barely finished the front page when Blake Stone plopped down in the chair across from her, making himself at home at her table.
 
   “Good morning, Jennifer,” he said as he grinned mischievously. “Thanks for saving me a place at your table.”  He removed his black leather jacket and placed it on the chair next to him.
 
   Blake shot her one of his devastating smiles and she didn’t blink, but her stupid heart skipped a beat. He needed to focus his gorgeous self on someone who had more appreciation of his ripped body and natural good looks. It wasn’t that she hadn’t noticed him. How could she not notice the hottest detective on her team? It was just that he was forbidden fruit. It was career suicide for a female cop to date at work, not that she dated at all these days.
 
   Besides, her dad was the county sheriff, and he definitely wouldn’t approve of her dating a man on her team. Hell, her dad didn’t approve of her being a detective. He’d made it very clear that police work was the last thing he wanted for his only daughter. But Jennifer’s abduction had changed her. She wanted to make sure that what happened to her didn’t happen to others. Jennifer completed the police academy training after her college graduation, then joined the sheriff’s department, first as a deputy, and after a promotion, a detective.
 
   “Oh, but that’s the curious thing. I didn’t.”  She aimed a glare at Blake that he ignored as he studied the menu.
 
   “I’m starving. Where’s our waitress?” asked Blake.
 
   Magically, Catherine appeared and chastised, “Jennifer, you told me you were eating alone. I didn’t know you were expecting Mr. Hotness, here.”  
 
   Jennifer rolled her eyes as Catherine poured Blake’s coffee and took his order. She glanced at Blake. He was wearing his detective “uniform” of a starched white shirt, tie and dark pants. The shirt stretched across his chest and arms, revealing the hard muscles beneath. To most people, he was damned intimidating, but she’d never felt that way about him. She still remembered the day she saw him at the lake where his scuba team was searching for her car. Her first thought was that he was the most gorgeous man she’d ever seen with his hard-muscled body, dark hair and eyes the color of espresso. But it was his smile that impressed her the most; it was brilliant and filled with warmth. Jennifer was sure he melted a lot of hearts with that smile. But she’d pledged hers wouldn’t be one of them.
 
   “Catherine, when do you start classes at the Police Academy?”  Blake asked, and then sipped his coffee.
 
   “January 10! Eleven more months and I can’t wait.”  The young woman glowed with excitement.
 
   Before Blake could respond, his cell phone vibrated on the table. He picked it up, looked at the display and said, “Excuse me, ladies, I need to take this.”  Grabbing his jacket, he maneuvered through the breakfast crowd, so he could go outside to take the call.
 
   “I don’t blame you for being excited about going to the academy. I loved it,” said Jennifer. “How’s your boyfriend going to feel about you being away all that time?”
 
   “Nicholas is just going to have to get used to it.”  Catherine paused for a moment then continued. “If I thought for a second that I had a chance with the hot Italian hunk you’re having breakfast with, Nicholas would be history. Are you dating him, Jennifer?”  
 
   “No. Of course not.”  As soon as the words left her lips, she realized she had said them too loud and too empathically. A couple of deputies nearby turned to look at her. Damn it. The last thing she wanted to do was to add to the rumor mill.
 
   Jennifer studied the young woman and wondered if Catherine and her boyfriend were getting along. She’d seen them together and they seemed so much in love. Of course, if anyone knows that looks are deceiving, it’s a detective. Jennifer knew from experience that things aren’t always what they seem.
 
   “Just wondering,” Catherine said. “I’ve seen the way he looks at you when you’re not watching. I think he has a thing for you.”
 
   “Nope. There’s no ‘thing,’ Catherine. Just co-workers. That’s all.”
 
   Jennifer felt her face heat as Catherine headed back toward the kitchen. The waitress returned a short time later with a huge tray balanced on her shoulder with both breakfast orders. Blake followed her toward the table.
 
   Starving, the two detectives dug into their food. Blake was shoveling it in like it was the first meal he’d had in days.
 
   “Hungry?” she asked.
 
   “Worked out this morning and ran three miles, then lifted weights,” Blake said as he stole a biscuit from her plate, even though there was a basket of them on the table.
 
   “Hey!”  She said, smacking his hand.
 
   He grinned mischievously as he split the biscuit in two and put a dollop of apple butter on each slice. There was something intimate about the way he slid one half onto her plate and he took a bite out the other. “I heard you took down the kid who was robbing all the 7-Elevens.”
 
   “He’s not a kid. You make it sound like he was an elementary school student. He’s a twenty-two-year-old brute.”
 
   “I heard you flipped him on his stomach and had the cuffs on him before your partner could get out of the car.”
 
   “So what? Dick was calling for backup.”  Jennifer’s partner was an older man, in his late fifties, and she got defensive when anyone questioned Dick’s abilities. He was a damn good cop and she was lucky to have him as her partner.
 
   “What’s up with Dick lately anyway? He seems distracted, like he’s got something on his mind.”
 
   “He’s private. I guess if he wants me or anyone else to know what’s going on with him, he’ll tell us.”  
 
   ***
 
   He’d noticed her a week ago and had learned her name was Catherine Thomas. He’d visited the cafe every day since, purposely sitting at a table in her section. He watched her as she talked with another waitress at the coffee stand. She swiped a section of sun-lightened brown hair out of her eyes with the back of her hand and tightened her ponytail tie. She was young, in her twenties, and full of self-confidence, as was evident by the way she blatantly flirted with him and deliberately brushed against his body as she poured his coffee. His mama would have said the girl was a whore just asking for it. 
 
   Catherine Thomas was young, but not too young to be considered prey. Not too young for what he had in mind for her. He clenched his jaw at the thought. He was an idiot to think the urges would magically disappear just because he’d moved to a new town, new state. The impulses had returned so strong last week, when he noticed this girl, it nearly rocked him out of his chair. Shit! He could never resist the urges. Never.
 
   Catherine headed toward him toting a full pot of hot coffee, her hips swaying seductively as she walked. His chest tightened as his blood pressure rose and a roiling heat filled his belly. Quickly wiped the sheen of sweat from his brow, he clenched his jaw as he fought for control. He moved his chair closer to the table in an effort to hide his burgeoning erection.
 
   “Hi, handsome. Coffee?” asked Catherine.
 
   When he nodded, she reached across him for his cup and brushed her breast against his arm, sending a fresh shot of lust shooting through his body like a bullet. 
 
   “Are you new to the area? You must be. With a face like yours, I’d have remembered you.”  Catherine shot a wide grin at him.
 
   He ignored her question, focused on the menu and said, “I’ll take the omelet with cheese, mushrooms and steak with an order of hash browns.”  He closed the plastic menu and handed it to her as he reached for his coffee. As she moved back toward the kitchen, he noted her athletic build and firm ass. He became aroused anew as he thought of what he’d be doing to her soon — very soon. 
 
   ***
 
   Jennifer grabbed a pillow to put over her head. Damn it. It was Saturday, her day off, the only chance to sleep in. Who in the hell was hammering? The pounding stopped for a moment, then started back up again. Shit! She threw her pillow across the room, giving up on sleeping in, but determined to find out who was being so loud, so early. Slipping on her white terrycloth bathrobe, she opened her bedroom door. It was then she realized, it wasn’t hammering she had heard. Someone was pounding frantically on her front door. Jennifer ran down the stairs and whipped open the door.
 
   Julie and Fred Thomas, who lived about four blocks from her, stood on her front porch, both looking as though they hadn’t slept all night.
 
   “Where’s your dad?”  Fred demanded, looking past her into the house.
 
   “Why are you looking for my dad?”
 
   “He’s the fucking sheriff, isn’t he?”  Fred was wide-eyed and his face red with fear or anger or a mixture of the two. “He’s not answering his door.”
 
   Jennifer knew her parents had gone away for a fishing trip, but said nothing. It was none of Fred Thomas’s business. Besides, she was a freaking detective. Why had it not occurred to Fred that she might be able help him?
 
   “Fred, stop it. Calm down,” Julie pleaded. She gently pulled on her husband’s arm.
 
   “What’s going on? Why are you two so upset?”  Jennifer had known the couple for years and they were two of the happiest people she knew. Whatever had them this upset had to be serious. “Come in.”  She showed them to the living room where they sat on her sofa. Jennifer sat on an easy chair close by.
 
   Fred scrubbed his hands over his face. “It’s Catherine. She didn’t come home last night.”
 
   “Well, maybe she had a good reason. Maybe...”  Jennifer began. She almost suggested that Catherine had probably stayed the night with Nicholas. They’d been seeing each other for at least a year. She stopped herself. Fred and Julie Thomas were pillars in the Methodist Church. Catherine may have hidden their relationship from them.
 
   “No, it’s not like that. She calls. She always calls. That damn cell phone is plastered to her like super glue.”
 
   “Could she be with Nicholas?”
 
   “Jennifer, we know when she stays the night with Nicholas. She calls so we don’t worry. Something is wrong, I tell you. I can feel it. A mother knows.”  Julie sank further into the sofa, giving up on composure, and sobbed into her hands. Fred slipped his arms around her shoulders.
 
   “Okay, let’s stay calm and talk about when you last saw Catherine.”  
 
   “I saw her early last evening. She was going for a run.” Fred began. “I remember seeing her standing by the small table we have near the front door. She was putting her keys and cell phone into her pocket. She turned and smiled at me, and then she left. I should have stopped her.”
 
   “Honey, how could you have known to do that? Stop beating yourself up.” Julie scooted closer to Fred and held his hand. They both looked small and frightened. “We’re both thinking worst case scenario and we need to stop.”
 
   “We want to report Catherine missing,” stated Fred. “What do we need to do?”
 
   Jennifer grabbed her coat and keys. “You need to complete an official missing person document at the sheriff’s office. Come with me.”
 
   ***
 
   Later, at the sheriff’s office, Jennifer peered through the one-way glass as Blake Stone talked with Fred and Julie Thomas in the interview room. Blake was lead detective on call, so if this turned into a missing person case, it was his.
 
   “When was the last time you saw Catherine?”  Blake looked directly at Fred when he asked the question. Fred seemed angry and hostile as he sat in the chair across the table from him.
 
   “Damn it all, I just gave Jennifer Brennan that information. We’re wasting valuable time!” Fred shouted, pounding his fist on the table.
 
   “Fred, I need for you to answer the question so that we can file an official missing person report so we can find your daughter.”  Blake’s voice was low in an effort to calm Fred.
 
   Julie put her hand over Fred’s and squeezed. “Honey, answer Detective Stone’s questions.”
 
   Tiredly, Fred sighed and said, “I saw Catherine around dinner time last night, so it must have been around five o’clock. That’s the time my wife always has dinner ready. I was coming down the stairs when I saw Catherine standing near a small table we have near the front door. We have a bowl on the table where we put our keys when we come in the house. Anyway, I noticed Catherine, dressed in running clothes, so I surmised she was going for a run. She ran whenever she could to stay in shape.”
 
   Blake held up his index finger to interrupt and asked, “What did the clothes look like?”
 
   “I’m sure she was wearing a red zipped hoodie, white sweatpants and her white Nikes.”
 
   “Okay, now continue. Tell me what you saw Catherine doing.”
 
   “She already had her cell phone in her hand when she pulled her keys out of the basket and put them both in her pocket. She noticed me and smiled, and then she left out the front door. That’s the last time I saw her.”
 
   “You mentioned a cell phone and keys. What about her purse? Did she carry a purse? If so, where is it?”
 
   “No, she didn’t have her purse. I found it in her bedroom this morning.”
 
   “Mr. Thomas, we’re going to need Catherine’s purse for any bank or credit cards. We can use those to determine if there’s been any activity since she was last seen.”
 
   “Oh, sure. You can have the purse. No problem.”
 
   Blake looked toward Jennifer on the other side of the one-way glass as if he could see her and nodded. That was his way of assigning her the task of getting the purse, then running any credit or bank accounts to see if either had been used recently.
 
   “Thanks. After we finish talking, detective Brennan will drive you and your wife back home. We appreciate you giving the purse to the detective, so she can start tracking any transactions that may have occurred.”
 
   “If it will help you find Catherine, you can have anything in the house.”
 
   “Would you mind if Detective Brennan does a walk-through of Catherine’s room?” asked Blake.
 
   “No, of course not.”  
 
   “Where does Catherine usually go when she runs?”
 
   Fred thought for a second, then said, “I think she usually runs at the high school track. Though sometimes she does run in the neighborhood.”
 
   “Has Catherine ever run away or disappeared before? Even for just a day or so?”  Blake doubted that Catherine had run away, but it was a question he had to ask so he could rule it out.
 
   “No. Absolutely not. Catherine is a good kid. She calls us if she is running late or going somewhere. Always. Without fail.”  Julie responded emphatically.
 
   “Does Catherine have a drug problem?”
 
   Fred exploded. “You can’t be serious! Hasn’t Catherine been waiting on your table at the cafe for a couple of years? Does she look like a druggie to you?!”
 
   “Okay, Mr. Thomas. Calm down. I have to ask the question.”
 
   Blake directed his next question to Julie, who was infinitely calmer than her husband.
 
   “How has Catherine seemed emotionally lately? Upset about anything? Any problems with her friends?”
 
   “No, not really. Most of her college friends are away for the summer, so the only one she really hangs out with is Nicholas Connor. I think the two are getting along. Catherine hasn’t said anything about being upset with anyone.”  Julie replied.
 
   “So Nicolas Connor is Catherine’s boyfriend?”
 
   “Yes, they’ve been going together since they met in college. Fred and I think they’ll eventually marry. He’s a nice young man.”
 
   “Who else might have seen her yesterday?”
 
   “Well, she worked her shift at the Sugar Creek Cafe, so her co-workers and anyone eating there would have seen her. I think she worked until three o’clock. She didn’t come home until around five o’clock.”
 
   “What about Nicholas? Have you talked to him about Catherine’s whereabouts?”
 
   “I called him this morning, as soon as Fred told me that Catherine’s bed hadn’t been slept in. Nicholas said he talked to her at the cafe, after he got out of school around four o’clock. He’s a kindergarten teacher at the elementary school. He said that was the last time he saw Catherine.”
 
   “Okay. We’ll talk to Nicholas. I need you to fill out some paperwork that will ask you for very specific information that will help us find Catherine. We need her cell phone company and number; and the make, model, color and year of her car. I also need for you two to think carefully and list anyone that may know where Catherine is, because we need to talk to those people.”  Blake paused and looked toward Jennifer through the one-way glass again. “Jennifer Brennan will take you home as soon as you complete the paperwork.”
 
   “Please find her. Catherine is our only child. She’s all we have.”  Julie begged, tears dripping down her cheeks.
 
   “I assure you both we’ll do our best to find her.”
 
   ***
 
   Jennifer emptied Catherine’s purse on her desk, neatly organizing and inventorying each item. There was a J.C. Penney credit card, VISA card, and a bank debit card. Armed with each account number, Jennifer’s fingers flew over her computer keyboard. She didn’t notice Blake standing in her cubicle until he cleared his throat. He startled her, and she jumped in her seat.
 
   “Damn it, Blake. Can’t you make a little more noise?”
 
   He just shrugged and stared at her computer screen. “So you’re running Catherine’s cards?”
 
   “Yes, I ran the J.C. Penney account first. No changes since last December 23rd when Catherine was probably shopping for Christmas presents. The VISA card was used last month at a Starbucks store in the mall. The bank debit card was used to fill her car with gas yesterday at 3:10 p.m. at a Shell Gas Station on Third Street. That was the last time it was used.”
 
   “I got the cell phone history,” said Blake. “Her last call was at five thirty from Nicholas Connor and lasted less than one minute. The last ping from her phone to a cell tower was near Deer Run State Park one minute later. Nothing since then. It looks like she may have turned her cell off after the call from Nicholas,” said Blake.
 
   “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” Jennifer asked.
 
   “Let’s go have a talk with Nicholas.”
 
   In the parking lot, Blake opened the passenger door of their unmarked car for Jennifer. “Let’s head over to the high school track first. Her dad said she was going running.”
 
   Blake drove and Jennifer scouted the area on the way to the high school. It was Saturday and the March weather was warmer than usual, so there were a lot of young people about. When they reached the track, there were a number people running, but mostly jocks. No sign of Catherine.
 
   Though they’d work together for a couple of years, it was the first time Jennifer had been alone in a car with Blake. She usually rode with her partner, Dick Mason, who was on vacation. Jennifer didn’t know if it was the subtle scent of musk and man, or the way he kept glancing at her that made her senses alert and her heart beat against her ribs. When she didn’t think he was looking, she checked Blake out. His massive shoulders filled the jacket he wore, his thigh muscles strained against his khakis. 
 
   Blake had a ruggedly handsome face and dark features that spoke volumes about his Italian heritage. The man was hot. She’d give him that. Actually, she’d give him more than that. He was the first man in five years that she was remotely attracted to. Not that she was going to do anything about it. He was a member of the same investigative team she was. No relationships allowed. Period. It was career suicide for a female in law enforcement, and there was no other job she’d rather do.
 
   “How do I rate?”  Blake said, breaking the silence.
 
   “What?”  She said, startled by his abrupt question.
 
   “You’ve been staring at me since we left the high school. So how do I rate?”
 
   At first she froze, speechless. After a long moment, she said what usually worked in situations like this, “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”  She focused on looking out the window so he wouldn’t see how red her face was.
 
   They next stopped at the Sugar Creek Cafe to see if Catherine had reported for work, but no one there had seen her. The waitresses who had worked Catherine’s shift the day before were off. Jennifer and Blake would have to return the next day to interview them. 
 
   Jennifer scanned the restaurant and noticed Nicholas Connor, Catherine’s boyfriend, sitting alone in a booth. She and Blake joined him.
 
   “Hi, Nicholas. Good to see you,” said Blake as he waited for Jennifer to slide in the booth seat. He took off his jacket and tossed it across the back of his seat. “You’re just the guy we’re looking for.” 
 
   “Nicholas, we’re looking for Catherine. Do you know where she is?”  Jennifer studied his face. Nicholas looked surprised to see them. But why wouldn’t he be? It wasn’t like they lunched with him on a regular basis.
 
   “No, I haven’t seen her since Thursday afternoon. Why are you looking for Catherine?”  His eyebrows rose inquiringly.
 
   “Her parents said she didn’t come home last night. I thought she might have been with you.”
 
   Nicholas looked annoyed. “Catherine’s mom already called me this morning. I’ll tell you what I told her. No, we didn’t see each other last night.”  
 
   Jennifer noticed that there was no eye contact when Nicholas responded, which made her wonder if he was telling the truth. Something was off with him, but she couldn’t pinpoint what — yet. “What about yesterday afternoon?”
 
   “Yeah, I saw her at my house after her shift.”
 
   “Why didn’t you mention that before?” asked Blake as he shot Nicholas a don’t-yank-me-around glare. A couple of diners at the next table stared at them, and Jennifer poked him in the ribs.
 
   “You asked me if she spent the night.” 
 
   Blake leaned across the table. “Listen, asshole, if you’re going to play games with us, we can move this little talk to the sheriff’s office.”
 
   “No, that won’t be necessary.”
 
   Jennifer dove in with a question, “So, what did you do last night, Nicholas?”
 
   “I stayed home alone, ordered a pizza and watched TV until late.”
 
   “Anything good on TV? What did you watch?”  Maybe Nicholas was telling the truth, maybe not. Jennifer was placing her bets on not.
 
   “Watched the Pacers vs. Miami Heat on ESPN.”
 
   “Cool, was it a good game?” One look at the Pacers ESPN schedule on her laptop would make or break his story. In addition, there was only one pizza place in town that delivered, so a quick call to them was in order, too.
 
   ***
 
   The next day, Jennifer attended a staff briefing at the station, led by Sgt. Lane Hansen, her boss. With the exception of her partner, Dick Mason, who officially was on vacation, the entire department was in attendance to discuss the girl they would search for.
 
   “Our missing person, Catherine Thomas, is five feet and six inches tall and weighs 115 pounds with an athletic build. She is Caucasian with light brown hair and blue eyes. She was last seen on Thursday by her parents in their home prior to leaving for a run. She drives a white 2010 Honda Civic. The license number is in your report.”  He nodded at Jennifer as a signal to give the information she’d collected to the group.
 
   “I ran Catherine’s credit card and bank records,” Jennifer reported. “No recent activity on her credit cards. The bank debit card was used to fill her car with gas yesterday at 3:10 p.m. at a Shell Gas Station on Third Street. That was the last time it was used.”
 
   Blake Stone spoke next. “I did Catherine’s cell phone history as well as the cell tower report. The last ping from her phone to a cell tower was near Deer Run State Park at 5:31 p.m. No activity since then. It looks like she may have turned her cell off after a call from her boyfriend, Nicholas Connor.”
 
   “Half of you will search the park today covering every trail. Call in if you find anything relevant,” Hansen ordered. “The other half will perform their regular duties.”
 
   An officer in the back row raised his hand to speak. “Sir, what about the park’s security cameras? Shouldn’t we get their videos?”
 
   “There are no security cameras at the park,” Stone said. “They didn’t make the budget cut last year. There are lights in the parking area, but no cameras or lights anywhere else in the park.”
 
   ***
 
   Catherine Thomas awoke from a drugged sleep with every bone in her body aflame. Breathing in and out triggered a torturous throbbing in her head. 
 
   She wanted her mom. Though in her early twenties, Catherine had always needed her mother most when she felt ill. Though she rarely got sick, she knew something was very wrong. 
 
   She shivered as the cold seeped into her consciousness. Why was she freezing? Where were her blankets? Catherine tried to move her legs but they seemed frozen in place. She attempted to stretch her arms, but couldn’t. Her eyelids felt heavy and swollen and she feared the pain that would accompany opening her eyes to the light. But she had to find her mom. Catherine slowly opened her eyes to inky blackness. Was it night time? Her facial muscles flexed involuntarily and she realized something was tied around her eyes. It was then she remembered.
 
   She and Nicholas had had another fight. This one was a doozy, and she’d slapped him, leaving an ugly red mark across his jaw. Though he hadn’t admitted it, she knew he was seeing someone else. He’d been distant and his usual insatiable desire for sex had diminished so much it was practically nonexistent. There was someone else, and he didn’t have the balls to tell her.
 
   Consumed with anger, Catherine had rushed out of his house and drove home to change clothes to go for a run. Running had become her salvation. She ran when she needed to think or to drive away her demons.
 
   She’d changed into her running clothes and was pocketing her keys and cell phone when her dad appeared in the hallway. Catherine remembered smiling at him. For a second, she’d been tempted to throw herself into his arms for one of his special bear hugs. But, instead she’d hurried to her car so she could make the most of the remaining light of day. 
 
   Catherine’s original plan was to run at the high school track like she usually did, but once she got there and saw the number of people running, she’d changed her mind. She’d needed some alone time, so she’d backed her Honda Civic out of the lot and headed toward Deer Run State Park ten miles away. If she hurried, she could get her exercise done before the park closed at nightfall. She’d feel better about her fight with Nicholas. Running made her feel better about everything.
 
   Once inside the park, Catherine had studied a sign that listed each trail and the degree of ruggedness. She’d chosen trail number ten, which was advertised as moderately rugged and would give her a good workout. Maneuvering between several groups of people leaving the park, she’d reached her trail and started out in a jog on the narrow, dirt path. Catherine noticed few people on the trail, and that was fine with her. She valued her alone time and concentrated on the exercise.
 
   Catherine hadn’t gone far when she reached a wooden platform built over a deep ravine. Peering over the railing, she saw the river surging below and a deer drinking on its bank. She continued down the trail, alternating between jogging and walking, depending on the terrain. It was unseasonably warm for March, and the scent of the tall pine trees and ferns filled her senses. Catherine was calming. With or without Nicholas, she was going to be okay. She was stronger than she gave herself credit for. Who needed Nicholas? She’d go to the Police Academy in eleven months and start the career of which she’d always dreamed.
 
   Catherine slipped as she made the descent to what the park labeled as the “Ice Cave.”  She slid a few feet on her bottom, but was able to stop herself by grabbing a sapling. Pulling herself up, she assessed her injuries to be just some scratches and scrapes on the back of her legs. 
 
   Her senses went on alert. Catherine felt as if someone were watching her, but when her eyes scanned the wooded area, she saw nothing. She continued on the path down the hill.
 
   Once she’d reached the sandy bottom, she stood before the Ice Cave. A twig snapped. Spinning around, trying to spot any danger, she heard the crackling of dry undergrowth with each step as someone approached nearby. Was someone following her? Catherine launched herself into the next section of the trail, cursing herself for being so angry with Nicholas that she lost all thoughts of personal safety. When she hiked, she always had her small stun gun and a pocket knife with her. Sticking her hands in the pockets of her sweatpants, she felt only her cell phone and keys. She turned her cell phone on only to find there was no signal. Damn. She turned if off again and shoved it back in her pocket. 
 
   Catherine pushed on as the path wound around a steep hill. On one side of her was a thick forest of trees and vegetation, on the other was a slope that led to the rushing creek below. She stopped frequently to look back, but saw nothing. Figuring she was at the half-way point of the trail, she pushed forward and prayed she’d make good time getting to the end. 
 
   The sun was waning in the horizon in hues of orange, pink and red. Daylight was running out, and she quickened her pace as she brushed a spider’s web from her face. The crunch of brittle leaves and twigs behind her continued, but each time she searched the thicket of woods, she saw dark shadows sheathing the trees as the light diminished — but no humans in sight.
 
   Turning a bend, Catherine lost her footing again and tumbled down the descent of the dirt path. She crashed face-down to the bottom of the slope, knocking the wind out of her. She lay on her stomach for a short while as she sucked in air to fill her lungs. 
 
   Catherine felt him nearby, rather than saw him. She rolled over and looked up at him. She recognized him. Thank God. She’d seen him at the cafe. Catherine smiled at him as he offered his hand to help her up. Grasping his hand, she pulled herself up and was about to thank him for his help when he swung her around, slamming her body against his, gripping her in place with his left arm locked around her neck. Catherine’s eyes widened in terror as she noticed the hypodermic needle in his right hand. An explosion of pain rocked throughout her body. Her world went to black as he plunged it in her neck.
 
   Her heart slammed against her ribs with the memory. Where was she? She tried to move her arms and legs again, but it was impossible. The effort to move caused the structure she was lying on to creak and rock. Catherine moved her fingers to scratch at the surface and realized she was secured on a long, wooden table. He had her strapped to a wooden table, with a dark blindfold stretched across her eyes! She couldn’t move. She couldn’t see. What was he going to do to her? A primal scream started in the depths of her chest and rushed through her throat until she discovered her mouth had been sealed shut with tape, muffling the scream into a moan.[bookmark: _Toc336869029]
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Two
 
 
   Jennifer left the Sugar Creek Cafe, where she’d filled her thermos with hot coffee. She walked down Main Street toward the county sheriff’s building, where Catherine Thomas’s latest search efforts were being organized. March had been fickle thus far, alternating between unseasonably warm or frigid weather. Today, it was chilly, so she tightened the belt on her coat and lifted her collar as she walked against the wind that whipped her hair about, stinging her face and eyes. Though she’d never admit it, she was exhausted and had averaged around four hours of sleep per night since Catherine went missing. When she wasn’t in her car searching for Catherine, she was sitting in front of her computer using the methods Frankie had taught her to look for a missing person. Her cousin, Frankie, was a private investigator with an expertise in technology, and Jennifer had worked for Frankie prior to going to the Police Academy. But Frankie’s sure-fire methods hadn’t worked to find Catherine.
 
   One look at the gray clouds overhead confirmed what the TV weather guy had said. There was a chance of rain today. At least, she hoped it was just rain. If the temperature dipped below thirty-two degrees, there was a good chance they’d get freezing rain, or what people called “black ice.” That made the roads treacherous to drive, let alone search for a missing person.
 
   The majority of the businesses in the historic downtown area were located on Main Street for six blocks or more. Most of the buildings had been built a hundred or so years before. They’d been preserved by massive renovations and modernization as time went on.
 
   The wind was playing havoc with Catherine Thomas’s missing posters,  which peppered the trees and light posts. Lining the inside of nearly every shop or restaurant window was the poster for the world to see, with the silent prayer that someone would find her. Fred and Julie Thomas worked tirelessly to get the word out about Catherine’s disappearance.
 
   Jennifer gritted her teeth as she thought about Catherine. She’d been abducted. Though there was no evidence, she was sure of it. Catherine had been taken against her will, just as Jennifer had been taken years before. The girl was looking forward to going to the police academy. She was not a runaway. There was no way Jennifer would believe Catherine left on her own volition. She had an ominous feeling that time had run out, and their chances of finding Catherine alive were nil. Catherine’s parents hadn’t lost hope of finding her alive, but Jennifer had. She knew the more time that elapsed, the less likely they would find Catherine alive. Like most detectives, Jennifer knew that time and again when they didn’t find the missing person within forty-eight hours, it was likely the person was dead. 
 
   It was Thursday and Catherine had been missing for five days — a time period painfully realized by every member of the county sheriff department. The staff took it personally. The sheriff, each of his officers, and all the admins wore a yellow arm band that matched the yellow ribbon tied around a huge oak tree in the Thomas’s front yard. People don’t go missing on their turf, on their watch. 
 
   So much time had elapsed that most of the sheriff’s team had lost hope that Catherine was alive, just as Jennifer had. The sense of loss made them more determined to find her body so they could focus on what happened to her. While there was a lot of information they’d gain by finding a dead body in terms of prosecuting a killer, there was a lot more satisfaction in finding the missing alive. 
 
   Fear ran rampant, as was evident by increased calls to the station. Paranoid citizens were reporting suspicious strangers, or strange noises outside their homes. High school girls, much to their distress, found themselves with early curfews and increased parental surveillance. Local restaurants were filled with anxious chatter about Catherine, and gossip ran rampant. People were angry, too, firing blame at the county sheriff’s office for not finding Catherine.
 
   For the first time since Jennifer could remember, people were locking their doors at nights and leaving on their outside lights. The quiet street she lived on was usually dim at nightfall, with only a few street lamps to light the way. Since Catherine went missing, the street was flooded bright by house, porch, and garage lights.
 
   As Jennifer approached the sheriff’s building, Jeeps, trucks and ATVs filled the empty parking lot nearby. More than one hundred people, some with hunting dogs, gathered to search for Catherine Thomas the third time since she went missing. The Ladies’ Aid group from the Methodist church had set up a tent and was handing out bottles of water, donuts and sandwiches to volunteers who shuffled by.
 
   Jennifer watched as Blake Stone divided up the search area and assigned teams to each one. Her father, Frankie, and Lane Hansen stood nearby, waiting to join the search teams. Frankie had brought her Giant Schnauzer, Hunter, which had been trained in search and rescue. The dog had found and rescued several people over the years, including an Alzheimer patient who’d wandered from a nursing home. Hunter found the elderly man lying near a creek, nearly dead from hypothermia. The dog covered the man’s body with his own to provide warmth until help arrived. If anyone could find Catherine, it was Frankie and Hunter.
 
   Blake divided the group in half. Searchers were assigned in teams of twos and threes to a deputy who would lead their efforts.
 
   Fifty were assigned to search the Northwest corner of the county, which was mainly farmland and wooded areas. The other fifty searchers would comb Deer Run State Park, where Catherine’s cell phone pinged for the last time. They’d searched the park two times before, but found nothing. Today, the searchers would focus on areas only lightly covered by the last searchers.
 
   She and Blake were assigned to stay at the command post, and the searchers would communicate their findings to them with cell phones and two-way radios.
 
   Jennifer knew the moment Blake noticed her approaching the group because a wide smile spread across his face as he nodded at her. It was the same irresistible smile he wore every time he saw her. Electricity passed between them for a moment, before he turned to talk to Fred Thomas. As much as she tried to fight it, there was something going on between them. She just wasn’t certain what it was.
 
   A reporter from the local paper shot a photo with his camera, while a deputy handed her dad a microphone so he could instruct the group.
 
   “Most of you know who I am. For those of you who don’t, I’m Sheriff Tim Brennan. I’m joining you to search for Catherine Thomas today. Before we leave to search, there are a couple of things I want to communicate to you. 
 
   “You’ve all been given a photograph and information about Catherine Thomas. Your assigned deputy will be handing out a topographical map of the particular area your team will be searching today. Each team will be equipped with cell phones, two-way radios and a GPS unit to report any find that may be significant to locating Catherine. 
 
   “If you should find anything out of the ordinary, like pieces of clothing or an object that is out of place, call the item to the attention of your deputy, who will determine its significance, flag it, and call it in. 
 
   “I want to thank each of you for volunteering your time to find this young lady.”
 
   Jennifer watched as the last of the vehicles left, carrying searchers to their respective areas. She tiredly sat down on a folding chair and poured a cup of coffee from her thermos. Before long, Blake sat down beside her. He wrapped a small plaid blanket he’d retrieved from his car around her shoulders.
 
   Surprised, she glanced at him, but he was already focusing on the topographical maps he was taping to the table. Each map was marked with that search team’s focus.
 
   “Blake, do you think they’ll find her today?”
 
   He stopped what he was doing to look at her. He waited a moment before he responded. “If they do, I doubt if they’ll find her alive. I think she’s been abducted and the one who did it has either already killed her, or soon will, because of the posters and media attention.”
 
   “Why haven’t we found her body?”
 
   “We have too much ground to cover. She could be in a shallow grave somewhere that could take years to discover.”
 
   “I didn’t see Nicholas Connor among the searchers. Is he here?” asked Jennifer.
 
   Blake opened his laptop and pulled up the searcher roster and searched for Nicholas’s name. “His name’s not here. So why wouldn’t a missing girl’s boyfriend join a search to find her?”
 
   “Good question. Remember when he told us he was home alone that night watching a Pacer and Miami Heat game on ESPN?”
 
   “Yeah, he said he ordered delivery pizza and watched the game.”
 
   “Well, I found the ESPN Pacer schedule on the Internet, and there was no Pacer game on ESPN that night. In addition, I talked to the kid who delivered the pizza and he said that Nicholas was not alone that night. The kid saw a woman with short, light hair and too much makeup sitting on his sofa.”
 
   “Sounds like we need to bring Nicholas in for a little visit.” 
 
   ***
 
   He leaned against the window frame of his cabin, peering up at the sky. Where was the fucking rain? He’d had Catherine Thomas in his cabin for five days too long. Clouds in drifting shades of gray stretched across the sky, giving him hope it would rain soon. God bless the rain, his mama always said, for it washed the earth. Rain would also wash a crime scene of trace evidence, and he was all for that. 
 
   A grin creased his face. He was damn good at what he did. Sure, he prided himself on the way he hunted and secured the bitches, the prey, but the kill itself and aftermath was apparently pure genius. In all his years of killing, not once had he even had a sniff from law enforcement. No visits, no questions, nada. That was how proficient he’d become after he’d gotten caught the first time.
 
   He was twelve and kicking the shit out of the family dog in the backyard when the five-year-old neighbor brat, Sally Billings, wandered into his yard. She became hysterical, screaming, sobbing for him to stop kicking the dog. He had to stop her from screaming; he had no choice. So he’d thrown her over his shoulder, kicking and shrieking, and locked her in the tool shed so he could run to the house and get his father’s belt. He returned to the shed, pulled her panties down, and beat her with the belt as his mother had beaten him. He’d counted ten lashes until she promised not to tell anyone what he’d done to the dog. Hysterically, she’d begged him to let her go, so he did, confident that the fear of another beating would keep her quiet. 
 
   It wasn’t even three hours later that the little bitch ratted on him to her parents, and he was charged with battery, convicted and slammed in the secured juvenile detention facility for six months. But that punishment was nothing to what Mama delivered after he’d served his time. He’d learned his lesson. From that point on, once he’d secured his prey, no one got out alive.
 
   As for the killing aftermath, it was his own sheer genius that inspired him to wait for rain until he dumped the bodies. He’d seen on some forensics TV show how rain could wash away key trace evidence. So he’d put a damper on his impatience and wait for rain before saying good-bye to his latest prey.
 
   He threw another log in the fireplace and headed toward the kitchen. As soon as he entered the room, the Catherine bitch started whimpering. He walked around the wooden table where he had her face-down, naked and strapped to the table with duct tape. He’d fed her cereal a couple of hours before and cleaned up the table where she’d defecated after her last beating with good old Dad’s belt. The rain was coming and it wouldn’t be long until she’d breathe her last breath.
 
   ***
 
   It was nightfall, and finally the rain started coming down in sheets, drenching anything and anyone in its path. The searchers had gone home for the night, finishing another disappointing search for Catherine Thomas. They found nothing, leaving most to wonder how the girl could have vanished without a trace.
 
   The next day, Dick Mason returned to work. He and Jennifer had just had an unpleasant run-in with an intoxicated husband who chose to beat his wife so badly she’d had to be hospitalized. The poor woman had the misfortune of asking her husband where he had been for the past twelve hours. Jennifer and Dick had gladly handed the husband to a deputy, who whisked the man off for an up-close and personal visit in the county jail.
 
   They were waiting in line for coffee at a Starbucks drive-thru when Jennifer’s cell phone buzzed.
 
   “Jennifer, this is Blake. A deputy just found Catherine’s car. He’s securing the scene and is waiting for the crime analysis techs.”
 
   “Where’s the car?” 
 
   “Deer Run State Park.”
 
   “What? How could her car be at Deer Run State Park? We’ve combed that park three freaking times!”  She was incredulous. How in the hell could anyone miss seeing Catherine’s car in the parking lot?
 
   “That was my first thought,” Blake responded.
 
   “Where are you, Blake?”
 
   “I’m heading there now.”
 
   “So are we.”  
 
   Jennifer shoved a wad of bills to the Starbucks barista at the window, took the two coffees and gunned the car in the direction of Deer Run State Park. 
 
   Once they reached the park and entered the parking lot, even in the driving rain, they couldn’t miss the 2010 white Honda Civic. It was sitting under a street lamp that bathed the entire parking lot with bright light. The crime scene investigation van was there, as was Blake’s black SUV. 
 
   Jennifer and Dick grabbed their yellow rain slickers from the back seat and jumped out of the car to race toward Blake, who was now waving at them.
 
   “Have they found anything?”  Jennifer wanted to know. The crime techs hadn’t been on the scene for long, but there was always a chance they’d found something important early on.
 
   “Not yet,” said Blake. “But Karen Katz thinks the car has been wiped down. She can’t find any fingerprints, including Catherine’s.”
 
   “You’re kidding,” said Jennifer as she peered inside the car.
 
   “Wish I were. She said the car is fucking spotless, including the trunk.”
 
   “There is no way a busy young woman like Catherine Thomas would have a spotless car.”  Dick added.
 
   “Oh, hell no,” exclaimed Jennifer. “Mine hasn’t been spotless since I drove it off the lot.”
 
   A silver minivan raced into the parking lot, nearly ramming the deputy’s car at the entrance, its brakes screeching as it came to a stop near them. Fred and Julie Thomas jumped out of the car and rushed toward them, sliding on the rain-slickened pavement. Julie lost her footing and slammed to the ground on her hip. Fred continued running, not even stopping to help his wife.
 
   “Where is she? That’s her car! Where’s Catherine?!”  Fred was in hysterics. 
 
   Dick ran to help Julie, who still lay on the ground where she fell, sobbing as the rain pelted her body. Dick checked to see if she had any injuries, then persuaded her to wait in the minivan. 
 
   Blake pulled Fred away from Catherine’s vehicle. “Fred, you can’t be here. This is a crime scene. Drive Julie home, and wait to hear from me.”
 
   “My baby. My baby’s gone.” Fred melted his knees in hysterics, crying so hard his entire body shook. Suddenly, he started gasping for air and held his left arm as he screamed in agony.
 
   “Jennifer, call dispatch and get an ambulance out here, stat.”
 
   As she called, Dick used his umbrella to shield Fred from the driving rain. Blake leaned over Fred and tried to talk him down. Julie, now on her knees next to Fred, sobbed hysterically. Helplessly, Jennifer watched Fred writhe in pain as they waited for the ambulance to arrive. 
 
   Fred Thomas had gone to that dark place parents go when they lose a child. Jennifer had visited that place the day the doctor told her that her baby was stillborn. The dark swallowed her whole for months as she grieved her loss, blaming herself for her baby’s death, certain that she was being punished for her initial decision to give him away to strangers. God was punishing her for not wanting her baby more, for not fighting harder to keep him until her abduction knocked some sense into her. She understood Fred Thomas’s pain, more than she wanted.
 
   ***
 
   The next morning, the rain continued to pelt the windows of Jennifer’s kitchen, as she poured cream into a steaming cup of coffee. A loud hammering on the front door startled her, and the cup flew from her hand and shattered into a million pieces on the floor. 
 
   She ran to her living room and jerked open the front door. Dick Mason stood on her front porch.
 
   “A group of Cub Scouts just found a body in Deer Run State Park.”
 
   “I’ll get my rain slicker.”
 
   Dick raced the ten miles to the park in the driving rain and nearly lost control when the car hydroplaned near the park entrance. There were no police cars or emergency vehicles in the parking lot and they realized they were the first responders.
 
   “Come this way,” said Dick, as he raced toward the park suspension bridge. “Dispatch said a conservation officer called it in. He’s on trail number ten near the Ice Cave.”
 
   Jennifer looked down at her flat-heeled leather shoes and wished she’d thought to bring her hiking boots. Freaking great. She’d hiked the trails of Deer Run State Park many times with her dad, and sometimes by herself. She knew trail number ten was one of the more rugged trails with steep hills, deep canyons, and sandstone cliffs. She and her dad had taken this trail to see the erratics, which were pieces of bedrock from Canada that had been moved there by glaciers. The downpour of rain guaranteed the trail would be difficult, even treacherous, with the wrong type of shoes.
 
   They raced across the park’s suspension bridge, then entered the muddy trail at a fast walk. The area was quiet, with only the sound of rain drops hitting the leaves of the tall trees and pelting the hoods of their yellow, sheriff-issued rain slickers. Dick’s feet skidded as they hit a curve in the path too fast, but he regained his balance and moved forward. They’d reached the steep hill that led to the Ice Cave, when Jennifer slid in the mud, lost her balance, and fell face-first down the hill. She struggled to fasten onto something to break her fall. She latched onto a sapling for a second, lost her grip and slid the rest of the way on her stomach until she landed at the bottom. Dick rushed down the hill as quickly as he could in the slippery mud to pull Jennifer to her feet.
 
   She was covered with muck that clung to her face and hands, and soaked her pants and shoes. Trying to clean herself off, Jennifer wiped her muddy hands on a scarf she’d pulled out of her pocket. She turned away from Dick, not wanting him to see she was hurting from the fall, as well as the scratches and cuts that covered her face and hands. Dick turned her around and wiped at the mud on her face.
 
   “I’m fine, Dick. Stop hovering. We’re close to the cave, let’s keep going.”
 
   They’d gone only ten feet or so, when Jennifer saw five Cub Scouts huddled like frightened baby ducks around their wide-eyed troop leader. Several feet from them was the conservation officer she assumed called in the body. Then she saw her, a young woman lying on her back with her arms folded across her breasts, her hands pressed together as though she were praying. The rain ran rivulets down her naked body; her eyes were open, cloudy and opaque, blankly staring into space. Her face was swollen and her body had a purplish cast, but it was Catherine Thomas.
 
   Bile rushed to Jennifer’s throat and she swallowed hard. She tried to blink away the quick tears forming in her eyes, reminding herself that she was a professional. This was not the time to get emotional. She could do that later, when she was alone. She had to stay in control so she could secure the scene. Jennifer knew that trace evidence was critically important as it could definitively link an individual or object to the crime or accident scene. Since the body was uncovered, the rain was washing critical trace evidence away. 
 
   Suddenly Jennifer became so enraged she shook with anger as she screamed at the conservation officer, “Where the hell were you when they did the training on crime scene preservation? You couldn’t fucking cover the body?! Gee, do you think the rain might be washing away valuable trace evidence?! And why the hell haven’t you moved the Cub Scouts and leader away from the scene!”
 
   The conservation officer just looked at her with a blank expression, which had the effect of pouring gasoline on her anger. She jerked off her rain slicker and carefully laid it across the top of Catherine’s body. Dick Mason removed his, and she placed it over the bottom half. The conservation officer, hands in his pockets, watched them closely, but didn’t move or say anything.
 
   Jennifer yanked her cell phone out of her pocket and called Lane Hansen. “I need back up at Deer Run State Park. We have a body here.”
 
   “Shit, is it Catherine Thomas?”
 
   “Yes, Lane. I think it is.”
 
   “I’m on my way. What do you need?”
 
   “Dick and I are the first responders. We need the coroner and crime scene techs.  It’s vital that we get a deputy ASAP at the Ice Cave on trail number ten to secure the scene. The crime scene has already been compromised by the rain, Cub Scouts and who knows what else. We need to make sure it’s secured before anything else happens. We also need a deputy at the park entrance to prevent anyone from entering. This deputy needs to get ID, addresses, and phone numbers from anyone leaving the park. Our killer may still be here.”
 
   “I’ll give Blake Stone a heads up. He should be there any minute.”
 
   ***
 
   Blake Stone appeared and quickly assessed the situation. He turned to the two deputies following him, “Take the Cub Scouts and leader away from the scene, back to the parking lot. Get the leader’s statement, then find out why the hell she had these kids out here in this rain. Then get the Cub Scouts’ names and phone numbers, and find their parents to pick them up. We can call them in later to make a statement with their parents present. Make a call to Pat Brown, our victim’s advocate counselor. Those kids are going to need to talk to someone.”
 
   Dick pulled the conservation officer aside. They walked several feet away. Jennifer couldn’t hear what they were saying, but the ranger waved his hands as he talked as if he were angry. Dick was trying to calm him down, but soon the ranger pushed at Dick and stomped up the trail. “I’ll get his statement,” Dick called to Jennifer as he ran after the ranger.
 
   Blake touched Jennifer’s arm, “Is it Catherine?”
 
   When she nodded, Blake pulled back the rain slicker covering Catherine’s face. A drop of rain hit Catherine’s eye and as if it were a tear streaming down her cheek. That’s when Jennifer lost it. She rushed into the woods, bent down and heaved until she lost the contents of her stomach. Catherine was dead. She’d never see the bright, young woman wait on her table again, or hear the excitement in her voice as she talked about going to the police academy. 
 
   Jennifer turned to see Blake at her side. He gently touched her back and she gravitated toward him. His strong arms encircled her like a warm blanket. She pulled him closer, melting against the warmth of his hard body. Nothing had felt that good for Jennifer in a long, long time. Something heated inside her as she breathed in his warm, male scent. They stood like that for a long moment, until Jennifer noticed the arrival of two crime scene technicians and a deputy who was putting up yellow crime scene tape. She gently pushed Blake away. 
 
   He brushed her hair out of her face to examine the cuts and scratches on her cheeks.
 
   “Jennifer, are you okay?”  
 
   “Yes, I am so sorry about that. I’m a professional. That shouldn’t have happened.”
 
   “You’re a professional, but you’re human first.”  He walked her back to the crime scene.
 
   Bob Goldberg pulled out his camera and walked the perimeter, taking photographs of various aspects of the crime scene. There was no such thing as taking too many photos, as they’d learned the hard way during a past case. He approached Catherine’s body and took photos of various angles as he got closer and closer to her.
 
   Karen Katz, with her hands in her pockets, also walked the perimeter looking for anything, no matter how small, that might be connected to the crime. She walked past Jennifer and Blake and said, “This is the secondary crime scene. She was killed somewhere else and dumped here.”  She walked back to the body, lowering herself to her knees as she looked at Catherine’s face and neck. 
 
   “So how’d she die, Karen?” Jennifer asked as she wiped a wet strand of hair from her eyes.
 
   “Did you see her neck?”  She motioned for them to come closer. “See the deep grooves and bruising around her neck? I’d bet my next paycheck she was strangled with some kind of ligature. Doc Meade may even be able to tell you what type he used.”
 
   “What about time of death?” asked Blake.
 
   “This is only a guesstimate. The doc has the final word on that. But judging by the stiffness or rigor mortis of the body, I’d say eight to twelve hours ago.”  She paused and looked at her watch. “It’s 9:00 a.m., so that puts it between 9:00 p.m. last night and 1:00 a.m. this morning. Keep in mind, the rain and cold weather slows down the process. It’s forty damn degrees today so my estimate could be off a bit. But, like I said, Doc Meade has the final say on time of death.”
 
   “I heard my name.”  Doc Meade appeared with two of his assistants. Jennifer had known Doc Meade through her dad since she was a child. The good old country boy demeanor hid a brilliant coroner who had helped solve too many cases to count. “Jesus Christ, that’s Catherine Thomas. Isn’t it?”
 
   Jennifer nodded and shuddered as a chill ran up her spine. She crossed her arms to warm herself. She was freezing. The dampness of her clothes felt like it was seeping into her very soul.   
 
   “I was still hoping we’d find her alive,” Doc Meade said. “Damn it. I watched that girl grow up. She and her parents never missed a Sunday at church. Once she was old enough, Catherine sang in the choir. And that girl could sing.”
 
   He left them to do a precursory exam of Catherine’s body, asking his two assistants to carefully move her body onto the body bag, so the two crime scene techs could examine the ground underneath. 
 
   “Wait a minute! Turn her over,” shouted Doc Meade. It was obvious that the coroner had noticed something. They gently turned the body over. There were severe bruises, abrasions and lacerations on Catherine’s buttocks, back and thighs. “The sick bastard beat her with something. Christ, he tortured her. This poor girl suffered before she died.”
 
   Jennifer watched as the two assistants moved Catherine into a body bag. They placed the body on the stretcher they’d carry to the parking lot, where the coroner van was parked. 
 
   Following them, Doc Meade looked back and asked, “Are both of you going to attend the autopsy? I’ll start at ten o’clock tomorrow morning.”
 
   ***
 
   Blake looked at Jennifer and said, “It took a lot of rage to beat a woman like that.”  
 
   “Which makes me wonder if this was personal? Did the killer know Catherine?”  Jennifer asked.
 
   “Another angle is that he has hostility toward all women, and took that out on her.”
 
   “He posed the body, Blake,” Jennifer said. “He made her look as if she were praying. Are we dealing with a religious fanatic? Or is the killer trying to communicate something to us?” 
 
   “Maybe he’s telling us that at the end she prayed for her death?” 
 
   Jennifer shrugged her shoulders. “Why pose her naked body out in the open?” 
 
   “Because he knew she’d be found. The bastard thinks he’s smarter than we are, and he’s pretty sure he’s not going to be caught. I think he wanted us to find her.”
 
   “Do you think he’s done this before?”
 
   “I don’t know, but I can promise you that we’re going to find out.”  Blake paused, knelt down and sniffed where the body had laid. “Now I know what that smell is.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Bleach. I think he bleached down her body. That tells us the sick freak know something about trace evidence.”
 
   “You think he’s in law enforcement?”
 
   “Maybe. Or it could be he’s a big fan of forensic TV shows.”
 
   “Do you think Karen was right when she said Catherine was killed somewhere else?”
 
   “The damn rain makes it difficult to say. But my guess is that Karen’s right and she was killed somewhere else and dumped here.”
 
   “Thanks to the dumbass in the conservation officer suit, the scene’s been compromised.”
 
   “Yeah, but I still say she was dumped. No sign of a struggle. The rain wouldn’t have washed away everything.”
 
   Jennifer stared at Blake. What kind of monster were they up against? 
 
   ***
 
   There was no let up with the drenching rain as they hiked trail number ten back to the entrance and then the parking lot.
 
   When they reached Blake’s SUV, he looked down at Jennifer, and rubbed his thumb across a streak of mud on her cheekbone. “How about if I take you home so you can wash up and change clothes?”
 
   Jennifer didn’t answer right away. She was thinking about how good it felt to be in his arms. She wondered how it would feel if he kissed her. Was she insane? The last thing she needed right now was to get involved with another investigator. This might be the biggest case of her career. Did she want to jeopardize it by getting emotionally tangled with Blake?
 
   “I see my partner waiting for me.”  She walked away, heading toward the vehicle where Dick sat inside. 
 
   ***
 
   At first Blake thought he imagined it, but no, it was fear that crossed Jennifer’s face when he’d asked to take her home. What the hell? He’d worked with her every day since she’d joined the department. Then it hit him. She had feelings for him and it scared the crap out of her. Feelings that made things a lot more complicated — for both of them.
 
   ***
 
   Jennifer got into the passenger side of vehicle, and Dick handed her a towel. She wiped at her face and hair as he drove through the parking lot and onto Route 40 toward town.
 
   What was wrong with her? Why didn’t she let Blake take her home? Stupid question. The man radiated testosterone and she’d been going through some serious withdrawal. Try five years of withdrawal. A man hadn’t affected her like this since she’d first fallen for Paul. Every time Blake came near her, her senses went on alert and her body reacted — whether she wanted it to or not. Besides jeopardizing the case, she reminded herself she was the sheriff’s daughter and Blake was on her team. Several good reasons she should distance herself from the sexy detective.
 
   ***
 
   Something was wrong with Dick. The two of them had driven ten minutes without Dick saying a word. In other cases they’d worked, he couldn’t wait to compare notes with Jennifer and debate theories about the crime. His jaw clenched, he stiffly sat behind the steering wheel. 
 
   “Did you know that jerk conservation officer? Is he new? I’ve never seen him before.” Jennifer asked.
 
   “He’s my son.”  Dick said the words so quietly, they were barely audible.
 
   “What did you say?”  Jennifer was incredulous.
 
   “The conservation officer. He’s my son.”
 
   “Son? You’ve been my partner for how many years, and you’re just now mentioning you have a son?!”
 
   “It’s not something I’m proud of,” Dick began. “His name is Damon. He’s twenty-seven-years old. I hadn’t seen him since the day I left him and his mother, over twenty years ago. Then last week, he shows up out of nowhere and sits down at my table at the Sugar Creek Cafe.”
 
   “What did he say?”
 
   “He just said he wanted me to know who he was and that he’d moved here from Ohio. He has a lot of anger toward me, and I don’t blame him. I was a terrible excuse for a father.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Dick.”
 
   “I wish I could turn back the clock and do things differently. I was so young. Back then, all I knew was I couldn’t get away from his mother fast enough.”
 
   “Where is your ex-wife now?”
 
   “Damon said she still lives in Ohio in the same house. He says I should go visit her.”  Dick paused for a second. “That will never happen. The woman is toxic. I was a bastard for leaving my kid to fend for himself.”
 
   “What did he say about the crime scene?”
 
   “Damon said the Scout leader called the ranger station with her cell phone right after they found the body. He was the conservation officer on duty so he took the call. Damon said he was so shocked to find the body the way it was, that he wasn’t thinking. He knew better than to leave the body uncovered like that in the rain, but he just wasn’t thinking.”
 
   Jennifer frowned but said nothing. She didn’t believe Damon’s story and was surprised that Dick did. She knew for a fact that all area conservation officers got training on how to preserve a crime scene during their first week on the job. Jennifer knew because Karen Katz taught the class.
 
   ***
 
   He sat in his Jeep and watched as the bitch detective with the big mouth and her sorry excuse for a partner drove out of the parking lot. 
 
   Detective Jennifer Brennan had a lot to say about the way he didn’t secure the crime scene. Her anger reminded him of his mama and the way she’d screamed at him when she thought he’d done something wrong. Of course, with Mama, everything he did was wrong.
 
   That bitch detective had better hope she was never in the wrong place at the wrong time, because he’d snatch her up in a second. She’d find out how stupid he was at the receiving end of his belt. 
 
   Jennifer Brennan thought she was so fucking smart. Little did she know she was no match for him. She didn’t have a chance in hell of ever catching him. He wished he could see her face when she discovered he’d left no evidence she could use to track him. 
 
   What was amusing was dear old Dick’s lecture to him about preserving a crime scene. Neither he nor his bitch partner had an inkling of how brilliant he was to wait for the rain before he killed Catherine and dumped her body. Bye, bye trace evidence. [bookmark: _Toc336869030]
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Three
 
    
 
   On Monday morning, Jennifer raced to Michael Brandt’s prosecutor office near the courthouse for a meeting he called to discuss Doc Meade’s autopsy findings. Even though she and Blake had attended the autopsy, Michael wanted them to attend the briefing to provide insights, and to answer questions about the case. Jennifer knew her dad would be attending, along with Lane Hansen. 
 
   She flew up the marble stairs to the second floor. Jennifer was one of those people who was always early, no matter what the occasion, but she’d stopped by her office, lost track of time, and was now running late. 
 
   ***
 
   Michael, Lane, Blake, Doc Meade and her dad were already seated around the table when she reached the conference room, so she slipped in and took a seat next to Blake as quietly as she could. Her dad glanced at her with a concerned expression. Her parents worried too much, and she felt guilty about it. The last thing she wanted was to cause her parents concern. Ever since her abduction five years before, they’d taken overprotectiveness to an all new level. But since Catherine’s abduction, she had more of an understanding of a parent’s fear of something bad happening to his or her child.
 
   As if sensing how much she needed it, Blake picked up the pot near him and poured hot coffee into Jennifer’s mug and handed it to her. She whispered her thanks and took her first sip. He must have showered just before the meeting because his hair was still damp. She breathed in his masculine scent of fresh soap and the outdoors. A sudden visual of the two of them bathing each other in her shower shot to the forefront of her brain, and she felt her face heat, along with other parts of her body. Of all the inappropriate times for an erotic vision of Blake, this topped the list — especially since among those seated at the conference table was her dad. She shook her head as if to remove the image. 
 
   Jennifer looked around the long, cherry wood conference table and wondered why her partner Dick hadn’t arrived. She’d never known him to miss a meeting. Jennifer had tried to call him earlier, but he hadn’t answered, so she left a message on his voice mail.
 
   ***
 
   Michael cleared his throat and aimed his first question at the coroner. “Doc, what were your findings with Catherine Thomas’s autopsy?”  
 
   Doc Meade drained his cup of any remaining coffee and began. “The cause of death was strangulation with a ligature, breaking the hyoid bone. Judging from the inch-and-a-half width of the groove in the victim’s neck, I think the ligature was a belt. In fact, there is bruising that suggests the shape of a metal belt buckle on the back of her neck, as you can see.”  He pulled a photo out of a thick file folder and passed it around the room. 
 
   “If you’ll bear with me, I’d like to do a demonstration. Lane, your belt looks to be the right width. May I borrow it?” 
 
   Lane unbuckled and pulled off his belt and handed it to him.
 
   “Jennifer, since our victim was female, would you please volunteer to help me.”  After she nodded, he directed her to lie face down on the conference table as the rest of the group stood around the table. He placed Lane’s belt around Jennifer’s neck and pulled it through the buckle until it was snug.
 
   “Judging from the buckle marks on back of the victim’s neck, I believe she was lying face-down either on the floor or on top of a table or bed. The killer approached her from behind to strangle her with the belt. You’ll notice that as I stand next to her, the belt is pulled at an angle, which would have caused a different marking on the victim’s neck.”  Doc Meade climbed on the table. “That is why I believe he straddled her, like this, from behind as he pulled the belt tighter and tighter until the victim died. 
 
   He helped Jennifer get off the table, handed the belt back to Lane, then continued. “Thankfully, death would have come quickly after the onset of unconsciousness which is only ten to fifteen seconds.”
 
   Blake leaned forward and asked, “What about the injuries to her buttocks, thighs and back?”  
 
   “It’s likely the killer used the same belt he used to kill the victim to cause the severe bruising, abrasions and lacerations to her buttocks, back and thighs.” He passed around another photo. “See the linear marks connected with a curved end? These are indicative of the belt being folded in half, with the looped end being used to strike the victim. Since the wounds are in varying stages of healing, she suffered many beatings.”
 
   “Oh, my God,” exclaimed Jennifer as she shuddered. “I don’t even want to imagine the pain she endured during those beatings.”
 
   “The pain of the beatings with the belt was significant enough to cause the victim to bite her lip so deeply, it was practically severed.”
 
   Tim shook his head angrily. “I’ve been in law enforcement for thirty years and I’ve never seen such brutality. We need to find this sick bastard and lock him up where he belongs.”
 
   Lane nodded his head in agreement then asked the doc, “Did you find anything that suggests Catherine was tied down?” 
 
   “Yes. There is bruising on her wrists and ankles from being restrained. In addition, we found residue from tape on her wrists and ankles. I sent a sample of the residue to the lab. My guess is that the tape used was duct tape — and he used it to restrain her for the seven days she was missing.”  
 
   He got up to fill his cup with more coffee then returned to the table. “I’m convinced she was also restrained during her murder because there are no fingernail marks on her neck to suggest she struggled to remove the ligature or belt.”
 
   “Was she raped?” asked Michael.
 
   “Yes, there was vaginal tearing that suggests the victim was raped. There was no biological evidence; therefore, it is likely the killer wore a condom.”  The coroner tiredly rubbed his hands over his face. “There’s a good possibility that the killer was raping her at the same moment he was strangling her with the belt.”
 
   “So this killing could be sexually motivated?” asked Jennifer. 
 
   “That is your job to discover.”
 
   Lane squirmed in his chair, agitation evident on his face. “Tell me you found some trace evidence or something that will help us find this freak.”
 
   “The body was found nude and had been washed with what looked like regular bath soap. There was residue in her hair. We’re sending a sample to the lab. The body was also washed down with bleach. Each of her nails were cut and scrubbed with bleach. I’m sorry, there’s not much to go on.”
 
   “Time of death?” asked Michael.
 
   “Anytime between 9:00 p.m. last night and 1:00 a.m. this morning.”
 
   Blake’s face reddened with anger. “Whoever did this was playing with us when he left Catherine’s car in the Deer Run State Park parking lot. That’s why it wasn’t seen before. It wasn’t there. We searched that park three fucking times. Someone would have seen it.”
 
   “I agree,” said Jennifer. “He left her car there after he completely wiped it down. There were no fingerprints, not even Catherine’s. Which makes me wonder if he might be in law enforcement? Look at how hard he worked to eliminate the trace evidence.”
 
   “Maybe, Jennifer,” said Tim. “But keep in mind, since TV programs like CSI have gained popularity, there are a lot of amateur forensics experts out there. Criminals are using these programs and the Internet to learn how to hide their crimes.” 
 
   “I agree,” said Lane. “Remember how Charles Beatty, the serial killer who tried to kill Anne, washed down every victim with bleach. He was a computer technician. We can’t rule out the killer might be a cop, but I don’t think it’s wise to turn our entire focus in that direction.”
 
   “Any suspects?” asked Michael.
 
   “We’re looking at Catherine’s boyfriend, Nicholas Connor. He has no alibi for the day she went missing. He also hasn’t participated in any of the searches for her. We’re talking with Catherine’s friends today to find out more about their relationship,” Blake offered.
 
    
 
   In the parking lot outside Michael’s office building, Blake stopped Jennifer. “So where’s Dick? Wasn’t he supposed to be at the autopsy and this meeting?”
 
   “Yes. I tried calling him, but got no answer. I left a voicemail.”
 
   “Well, since you’re without a partner today, how about helping me interview some of Catherine’s friends?”
 
   “Sure.” 
 
   “Hungry? I thought we’d have lunch at the Sugar Creek Cafe and talk to the owner and some of the waitresses Catherine worked with.”
 
   Jennifer grabbed her laptop out of her car and joined Blake in his SUV. “I was thinking. We’ve done a criminal background on Nicholas but didn’t find anything. He’s been teaching at the elementary for about a year. Wonder why he left his last school? Most teachers stay for years at the same school to get tenure. Let’s find out what his fellow teachers have to say about him.”
 
   “Good idea. The more information on him, the better.”
 
   At the cafe, Jennifer ordered a breaded tenderloin sandwich with fries and a sweet tea. She studied the young waitress who took Blake’s order. With brown hair tied in a perky ponytail, she looked like she was the same age as Catherine, and just as friendly with a contagious smile. She introduced herself as Brianna Hayden, and promised to take a break and talk to them, as soon as she put their order in. 
 
   Jennifer noticed several people staring at the large flat-screen television on the far wall. They were watching her dad’s press conference to announce Catherine’s murder. A couple of waitresses tearfully hugged each other after hearing the news. The cafe owner, John Isaac, shook his head as if in disbelief.
 
   Brianna returned a short time later with their drinks. Jennifer motioned for her to sit on the chair next to her. Visibly shaken, Brianna sank into her chair.
 
   “I can’t believe she’s dead,” Brianna said, as tears slowly found their way down her cheeks. 
 
   Jennifer lightly touched the waitress’s hand to comfort her. “Brianna, we need to ask you some questions about Catherine. Were you two friends?”
 
   “Yes, we became friends about a year ago when she started working here. We hung out after work sometimes.”
 
   “What was your impression of Catherine’s relationship with Nicholas Connor?”
 
   “I’m not the best person to ask about Nicholas. I don’t like him very much.”  Brianna frowned as she nervously folded and unfolded a napkin.
 
   “Why not?” asked Blake.
 
   “I didn’t think he was good for Catherine. She was so sweet and naive, and he is so not. Sometimes I think he purposely picked fights with her. I never witnessed them fighting, but the way Catherine talked, it sounded like he got a kick out of upsetting her.”
 
   Jennifer’s eyebrow rose as she glanced at Blake, and then asked, “Were they arguing a lot?”
 
   “Yes, especially after Catherine overheard some of the other waitresses talking about how Nicholas was frequenting the area bars at night without her. I heard he was spending most of his time at the Hoosier Sports Bar.”  
 
   Jennifer noticed John Isaac tapping his watch as he glared at Brianna. “Oh, it looks like my break is over. I’ll see if your food is ready.”
 
   John moved to their table, sitting in the chair where Brianna sat. “Terrible news about Catherine. Hated to hear it. She was a good kid. Is that why you’re here, to ask questions?”
 
   “Yes,” answered Blake. “How well did you know Catherine?”
 
   “Pretty well.”
 
   “What did you think of her relationship with Nicholas Connor?”
 
   “I told her to break up with the pompous asshole, and you can tell him I said that. Catherine told me she was in love with him. But Nicholas was cheating on her every chance he got. He’s supposed to be this upright citizen, elementary teacher. If you ask me, he’s a prick.”
 
   “It doesn’t sound like you like him very much,” noted Jennifer.
 
   “I don’t.”
 
   “Do you think he had anything to do with Catherine’s death?”
 
   “I wouldn’t rule him out. That’s for sure.”
 
   John left abruptly to help a customer at the register. Blake looked at Jennifer. “What do you think?”
 
   “The cheating bothers me. Maybe a fight they had about it turned violent.”
 
   “I wonder if she caught him in the act. Remember the pizza delivery kid said a woman was with Nicholas when he delivered the food the night Catherine disappeared?”
 
   ***
 
   Thirty minutes later, Blake and Jennifer were headed down Route 40 toward the elementary school where Nicholas Connor taught. With Blake focusing on the road, Jennifer gazed at him. He was wearing a gray T-shirt and jeans with a black leather blazer. The man was buff, his hard chest straining against the fabric of his shirt. She remembered how good he felt when he hugged her at the crime scene, his warm body pressed against hers. He definitely worked out, but she wondered why she’d never seen him at the Sheriff’s Gym.
 
   “See something you like, Jennifer?”  
 
   “Not sure what you’re talking about,” she said, looking away. Damn it. She couldn’t believe he caught her staring at him again. Jennifer turned to look out her window so he wouldn’t notice how hot her cheeks had become. She was acting like a school girl, or one of the female deputies who ogled him. What must he think of her?
 
   He stopped for a traffic light. After a long moment, Blake said, “Jennifer, I like the color of your hair, it’s the same color of the wheat in the farmer’s field I pass on my way to work. Your eyes, the color of whiskey, are expressive and intelligent. I can always tell when you have an idea or question.”  He paused for a second. “Naw, I don’t check you out either.”  He grinned mischievously and focused his attention on the green light and getting through the intersection. 
 
   His words came out of nowhere and sent her heart pounding an erratic rhythm. She shouldn’t be so pleased. 
 
   ***
 
   By the time they reached the elementary, school was out and there were few cars in the parking lot. They entered and made a beeline for the principal’s office. Sarah Hill, vice principal, was pulling a file out of a huge green filing cabinet when they entered. Once they introduced themselves, she motioned for them to sit in her office across the hall.
 
   “We’d like to ask you some questions about one of your teachers.”  Blake began.
 
   “I imagine the teacher you want to discuss is Nicholas Connor.”  Sarah sighed and took off her reading glasses. “I’ve heard that Catherine Thomas was found murdered. I know they dated. So what do you want to know?”
 
   “Tell us what you know about Nicholas.”  Jennifer urged.
 
   “I know I wished I’d never hired him three years ago.”  Sarah said as she circled her desk to close the door for privacy.
 
   “Why do you say that?” asked Jennifer as she glanced at Blake, whose eyebrows raised inquiringly.
 
   “It wasn’t long after he started teaching here that I got a visit from some parents who had some interesting information about Nicholas.”  She began. “They were friends with a family whose kids attended the high school in the corporation where Nicholas last taught in Salem, Indiana. There were rumors that he’d had a sexual relationship with a sixteen-year-old student.”
 
   “Were the rumors substantiated?”
 
   “Not by me, and I tried,” said Sarah, her voice laced with frustration.
 
   “The sixteen-year-old’s parents found a dresser drawer filled with suggestive love letters from Nicholas, along with a collection of romance books, each with the theme of a young girl who runs away with an older man. Nicholas and the girl had been meeting after school at his apartment. Her parents called the school, then the police. He was held overnight, but was never charged.”
 
   “Why wasn’t he charged?”  Jennifer asked, her lips pressed together in anger. 
 
   “The parents dropped the charges. They didn’t want their daughter’s reputation smeared. They moved out of town.”
 
   “What did the school corporation do?”
 
   “I imagine they didn’t have enough ammunition to fire him, so they probably made it clear he should find another place to teach,” said Sarah.
 
   Incredulous, Jennifer asked, “But when you called them for a reference, didn’t they tell you about this?”  
 
   “That’s the thing. They gave him a good reference.”  Sarah said with a smirk. “I guess if they hadn’t, they might never be rid of him. So now I’m stuck with him and I’m watching his every move.”
 
   “Has anything happened here?” asked Blake.
 
   “No relationships with high school girls that I know of. He’s dated a couple of female teachers who work here. Neither one went out with him for very long because they found out about his long-term relationship with Catherine.”
 
   “Do you think Catherine knew Nicholas was dating these teachers?”  Blake wondered.
 
   “Who do you think told the teachers about their relationship?”
 
   ***
 
   Walking out to the car, Jennifer seethed with anger. “The bastard is a pedophile. They should have nailed him in Salem. There’s no way he should be teaching school.”
 
   “It pisses me off, too. But there’s not much they could do if the parents dropped the charges.”
 
   “It makes me that much more eager to interview him again — this time for Catherine’s murder.”
 
   “That’s a stretch, Jennifer, between preying on high school girls for sex, compared to torture and murder. We need more information. Brianna said Nicholas was spending a lot of time at the Hoosier Sports Bar. Let’s find out who he was spending it with.”
 
   ***
 
   There were so many cars parked outside the Hoosier Sports Bar that Blake had difficulty finding a space to park. Inside the bar was the after-work crowd. Jennifer checked out the dining area, looking for Nicholas Connor, then scanned the bar, but she didn’t see him.
 
   “If there’s anyone who can tell us what Nicholas was doing at this place, it’s the bartender.”  Blake said and he led Jennifer to two empty bar stools. 
 
   Blake got the bartender’s attention and she moved to them. “What will you have?”
 
   “Two sweet teas.”
 
   “Seriously? How about a couple of Long Island Teas?”  
 
   Blake took out his badge and laid it on the bar. “We’re from the sheriff’s office. Just the sweet teas and some information when you get back.”  
 
   Jennifer noticed the bartender’s mouth slip into a sour grin when she eyed the badge. The woman quickly turned her back to them as she prepared the iced teas. The bartender looked to be in her twenties with short, spiked platinum-blonde hair and heavy makeup. When she returned, she delivered the teas then turned to leave, but Jennifer glanced at her name tag, then caught her hand. “Patti, we need some information. It will only take a few minutes of your time.”
 
   “Listen, the bar is really busy tonight. I really don’t have...”
 
   Jennifer cut her off. “We can talk here or down at the station. Your choice.”
 
   She glared at Jennifer then asked a male bartender at the other side of the bar to watch her area while she took a break. “What do you want to know?”
 
   Taking out her small writing pad, Jennifer asked, “What’s your last name, Patti?”
 
   “Simpson. Patti Simpson.”
 
   “Any relation to Butch Simpson?” asked Jennifer.
 
   Patti blinked and swallowed uncomfortably. “Yeah, he’s my husband.”
 
   Jennifer knew Butch Simpson. He was considered the town bully and never had a conflict he didn’t resolve with his fists. Butch had been in and out of jail since he hit puberty. Most people feared his vicious temper and steered clear of him. She didn’t want to imagine what it would be like to be married to the guy.
 
   “Do you know Nicholas Connor?”
 
   Patti nervously rubbed at a spot on the bar with a wash cloth. “Yeah, I know him.” She said softly.
 
   “We hear that Nicholas hangs out here a lot. We’re wondering who he’s hanging out with.”
 
   Patti’s looked down as her eyes darted to the right, and Jennifer knew the next words out of her mouth would be a lie. “To tell the truth, I never noticed who Nicholas was hanging out with. It’s a big place and on the weekends, it’s packed, so your guess is good as mine.”
 
   She was definitely lying, and Jennifer resolved to find out why.
 
   Blake moved in with a question. “Patti, have you seen Nicholas come in here with Catherine Thomas?”
 
   She licked her lips, looking down again. “I suppose I might have seen them once or twice. Lots of people come here.”
 
   Three men arrived and sat at the bar. Patti’s counterpart was at the far end of the bar mixing drinks. “Listen, I have a job to do. Are you finished with your questions?”
 
   “For now.”  
 
   Patti rushed off. Jennifer was far from being finished with questioning Patti Simpson. She was lying and Jennifer wanted to know why. She looked at Blake for his perspective, “What do you think?”
 
   “She’s lying through her teeth. Grab your glass. We’re moving to the other end of the bar. Maybe her bartending partner will be more forthcoming.”
 
   Harry Brooks, the male bartender, eyed them curiously before asking them if they’d like another drink.
 
   “Just information,” responded Blake as he showed Harry his badge. “Nicholas Connor? Do you know him?”
 
   “Of course, I know him. He comes in here a lot — usually later in the evening. What do you want to know?”
 
   “We just want to get a sense of who he hangs out with,” said Blake.
 
   “He used to bring his girlfriend, Catherine, in here a lot. But that changed after the fight.”
 
   “What fight?” asked Jennifer. They’d already learned that the two had argued a lot, but no one mentioned they did it in public.
 
   “About a month and a half ago, Nicholas and Catherine were sitting in that booth over there.”  Harry pointed out a booth not far from the bar. “I heard a commotion and looked over in time to see Catherine throw her drink in Nicholas’s face. They screamed at each other until I walked over and asked them to quiet down or they’d have to leave. Catherine shoved her plate of food in Nicholas’s lap, grabbed her purse and ran out of the bar. He cleaned himself up and ordered tequila shots until closing. That was the last night I saw him in here with Catherine.”
 
   “Have you seen him hang out with anyone other than Catherine?”
 
   “Yeah, but I’m surprised Patti didn’t tell you when you were talking to her.”
 
   “Why’s that?”
 
   “He spends most nights sitting at the bar chatting with Patti.”
 
   ***
 
   Nicholas Connor was finishing his fried chicken dinner at the Sugar Creek Cafe when Blake and Jennifer located him. He didn’t say much on the ride to the station, but the scowl on his face spoke volumes. 
 
   When they arrived at the station, Blake asked a deputy to put Nicholas in an interview room. 
 
   “Are we leaving the bad boy to stew about his situation?” asked Jennifer.
 
   “Yup. Let’s leave him in there for thirty minutes.”   
 
   ***
 
   Julie Thomas sat in Fred’s room at Memorial Hospital. She’d been there since his heart attack in the parking lot when Catherine’s car was found. He’d had to undergo heart bypass surgery. His condition was guarded, and the doctors warned that the news of Catherine’s murder could kill him in his fragile state. So she’d waited, holding Fred’s hand and praying he’d regain his strength. Julie was so tired and worried that she felt numb.
 
   She closed her eyes to rest for a minute. Julie remembered how proud Fred had been when Catherine was born. He’d walked the hospital floor, carrying a box loaded with Cuban cigars that he passed out to whomever he encountered. They had been so young and happy. Fred had turned out to be a wonderful father, supporting Catherine in everything she did. Julie blinked as tears ran down her cheeks unstopped. Christ, she missed Catherine. Her little girl had grown up to be her best friend. How empty her life had become in such a short time.
 
   Julie’s cell phone tune sounded. She jerked it out of her purse and went into the hall, fearing the noise would wake Fred out of his peaceful slumber. Before answering, she glanced at the display and froze when she saw the name “Catherine Thomas” in black letters on the small screen. Icy fear twisted around her heart, her body trembled, as she lifted the phone to her ear. She struggled to say something but the words wouldn’t come.
 
   “Bet you thought this call was from Catherine, didn’t you, Mama?”  The male voice was deep and absolutely emotionless as he taunted her. 
 
   “Who is this? Where did you get Catherine’s cell phone?”
 
   “Where do you think? Found your number in her favorites.”  
 
   “You bastard! Why did you hurt her?”  She gasped, realizing a shiver of panic.
 
   “Mama, I just wanted you to know that good girls don’t always go straight to heaven. Sometimes they get to visit hell first. I made sure of that with your Catherine.”  
 
   The call disconnected and Julie Thomas leaned back, screaming a piercing cry that bounced off the walls in the quiet hallway, until she lost consciousness.
 
   ***
 
   Lane stood with Jennifer and Blake, watching Nicholas Connor through the one-way glass. Lane had been briefed and observed the man in the other room, who was biting his fingernail and pacing. Finally, Nicholas sat down.
 
   “Think he’s been in there long enough?” asked Jennifer.
 
   After Lane and Blake nodded, Jennifer entered the interview room while Lane and Blake watched.
 
   Jennifer sat in the chair directly across from Nicholas. She felt his eyes on her, but didn’t look up until she retrieved a small writing pad and pen from her jacket.
 
   “Hello, Nicholas. Sorry I kept you waiting. You wouldn’t believe all the things I have to take care of with this murder case. You heard about us finding Catherine’s body, right?”
 
   His eyes wide and face flushed, Nicholas nodded. 
 
   Jennifer looked down at her pad for a second then asked, “According to my information, you were a no-show at the search organized to find Catherine last weekend? Is that right?”
 
   He nodded again.
 
   “Now, maybe it’s just me, but I find it odd that a long-time boyfriend wasn’t there to help search for his girlfriend’s body. I mean if I’d been in a relationship with a guy that went missing, I’d be the first one at a search organized to find him.”
 
   “I had plans I couldn’t get out of.”  He was starting to sweat and wiped across his forehead with the back of his hand.
 
   “What kind of plans?”
 
   “I’d already committed to chaperoning the high school debate team at a meet in Terre Haute.”
 
   “How many members of the high school debate team are female, Nicholas?”  
 
   “I don’t know. I guess eleven or so.”  He replied sharply, acting as if she were asking a stupid question.
 
   “I’m asking because I hear you have a thing for high school girls.”  Jennifer asked, holding her temper in check.
 
   “I thought we were here to talk about Catherine?”  Nicholas was eager to change the subject.
 
   “Did Catherine discover that you have a thing for high school girls? Is that why you two argued?” asked Jennifer.
 
   “Who said we argued? We got along just fine.”  Nicholas eyes were blinking at her, then suddenly he looked down. He was lying.
 
   “That’s not what I hear, Nicholas. I have witnesses who say you and Catherine quarreled a great deal.”  She chided.
 
   He just stared at her.
 
   “Just a second. It seems like there was another question I wanted to make sure I asked you.” Jennifer flipped through her notepad until she found a page. She tapped on it with her fingernail. “So on the night Catherine disappeared, you say you were home alone watching the Pacers vs. Miami Heat game on ESPN?”
 
   “That’s right.”
 
   “Hmm, that’s where I get confused, Nicholas, There was no Pacer game on ESPN that night.”
 
   Nicholas glared at her.
 
   “Another thing, when I talked to kid who delivered your pizza, he said when he arrived you were not alone.”
 
   “He’s lying.”  Nicholas spat. 
 
   He was getting rattled, just like she wanted. 
 
   “Is he? If he’s lying, then he had a vivid imagination. He told us he saw a light-haired woman wearing a lot of makeup sitting on your sofa. “Catherine never wore a lot of makeup, did she? I wouldn’t describe her hair color as light, either. “
 
   “He’s mistaken.”  Nicholas said the words but wouldn’t meet her gaze.
 
   “I’m thinking that you had a date that night. You ordered pizza. Maybe you found a good movie on TV and got cozy with your date on the sofa.”
 
   “No, you’re wrong. I was alone.”
 
   “Yeah, I think you were getting cozy with your date and Catherine caught you. She wondered if you were cheating, and now she was sure. Once Catherine arrived, your date left. That’s when you and Catherine had a fight. Maybe it was the worst fight you ever had. Things happen. The fight turns violent and before you know it, Catherine is dead. Is that how it happened, Nicholas?”
 
   He jumped out of his chair. “No! That didn’t happen!”
 
   “Calm down and sit down,” Jennifer hissed.
 
   “Okay, I was with someone. But no one can know about it. She’s married. Her husband will kill both of us. He was out-of-town and we spent the night together.”
 
   “If she’s your alibi, I’ve got to have her name, Nicholas.”
 
   “You don’t understand. If I tell anyone and he finds out, he’ll kill us both.”
 
   “Okay, then,” She said as she closed her notepad. “I’ll get a deputy to take you to your cell.”
 
   “All right, all right. It was Patti Simpson.”
 
   ***
 
   A loud knock sounded on the door. With her eyes glued on Nicholas, Jennifer opened the door and stepped into the hall where Blake waited.
 
   “Why did you stop me? It was going well.”
 
   “We have to cut him loose.”
 
   He had to be kidding. “What the hell? He’s got guilt written all over his face.”
 
   “Yeah, he does. But I don’t think it’s about Catherine’s murder.”
 
   Jennifer shook her head with confusion. “What are you talking about, Blake?”
 
   “The killer just called Julie Thomas with Catherine’s cell phone.”
 
   “What?!”  
 
   Blake pulled Jennifer out of the hallway and into the small room with the one-way glass. “We tracked the cell phone’s ping at a tower near the Thomas house when he called. He’s either turned off the phone or removed the battery. We’ve gotten nothing since.”  
 
   “So you think he was at their house when he called?”
 
   “It looks that way. He must not have known the Thomases are at Memorial Hospital.”  
 
   “Why would the killer call Catherine’s mother?”  Jennifer was incredulous. She’d never heard of a case where the killer phoned the victim’s mother. It was the definition of cruelty.
 
   “It sounds like the prick called to taunt her. He said something about good girls don’t always go straight to heaven and that he made sure Catherine got to visit hell first.”
 
   A quick and disturbing thought flicked through her brain. “At the crime scene, remember how the killer posed Catherine’s body with her hands folded together, as if she were praying?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Is he communicating that just Catherine needed to visit hell before going to heaven? Or is he saying that all women should?” 
 
   “Somehow, I don’t think he’s just referring to Catherine, which makes it that much more critical to catch this sick freak before he kills again.”
 
   Lane entered the room and touched Jennifer’s arm. “Hey, have you heard from Dick today?”
 
   “No, I called him earlier but got no answer. Why?”
 
   “Dispatch just sent an ambulance out to his place.”
 
   “Oh my God. Why?” asked Jennifer, her heart racing.
 
   Lane shrugged his shoulders. “Don’t know why. His neighbor called it in.”
 
   Jennifer nodded and raced out of the building to the parking lot; Blake was close behind. Outside, he grabbed her arm and led her to his SUV. “I’ll drive.”
 
   Blake flew his SUV out of the parking lot, flicking on the lights and siren. Jennifer shivered, as a wave of apprehension swept through her. 
 
   “Was Dick out sick today?” asked Blake
 
   “I don’t know. I haven’t heard from him. That’s why I think something must be wrong. Dick always calls me,” Jennifer began. “I should have checked on him earlier. I don’t think he’s missed a day of work in twenty years. My intuition told me something was wrong, but I ignored it.”
 
   “Stop blaming yourself, Jennifer. We don’t even know what’s wrong.”   He held her hand, intertwining his fingers with hers. 
 
   Blake raced through town, hitting all the green lights. He didn’t slow down until he hit County Road 47, a gravel road that ran through farm fields that would soon be filled corn and bean plants. Once they passed the Maffett farm, they could see the swirling lights of emergency vehicles lining the sides of the road. Blake hadn’t even brought the SUV to a stop, when Jennifer jumped out of the car. She rushed ahead, flashing her badge at a deputy who tried to stop her. She needed to find Dick. He had to be okay.
 
   “Jennifer, stop,” called Blake as he raced after her.
 
   She ran down Dick’s long driveway panting so hard she thought her lungs would burst. Jennifer had to reach Dick and see that he was okay.
 
   She grabbed the arm of the first EMT she saw. “Dick Mason lives here. Where is he?”
 
   The EMT only shook his head. “I’m sorry.”
 
   An older man, face crinkled from working years in the sun, stepped forward. “Are you Jennifer?”
 
   “Yes.”  Jennifer was numb. Dick couldn’t be dead. She wiped at the tears blinding her vision.
 
   The man took her hand in his, and said, “I’m Carl Freeman. I own the farm up the road.”  He paused as a deputy ran past them. “Dick’s told me all about you. Dick and me usually shared a beer in the evenin’ on my porch. He’d tell me about his day, and I’d share mine. Hell, I think we’ve been doing that for more than ten years. Kind of our ritual. He was mighty proud of you, Jennifer. He said you were a good detective.”
 
   She bit her lip and asked, “Do you know what happened?”
 
   “Just what I saw. Dick hadn’t been over to see me in two days. This was unusual so on my way to town this morning; I stopped in to check on him. As soon as I got close enough to the house, I noticed exhaust smoke seeping out from under his garage door. I jumped out of my truck, lifted the garage door and turned off his car. Dick wasn’t in the garage so I went through the open kitchen door and walked through the house calling his name. The air was so thick with exhaust I had trouble breathing so I opened up the front door and living room windows. I found Dick on his bed. He was already gone. There was a cup of coffee and a prescription bottle on his bedside table. Little pills were strewn everywhere, on his bed, on the table, on the floor. Found out from the EMT, the pills were Valium. Don’t know how many Dick took.”
 
   “Are you saying Dick committed suicide? No! He wouldn’t do that.”
 
   “Jennifer, I wouldn’t have believed it either, but I saw it with my own eyes.”
 
   “Was there a note?” asked Jennifer.
 
   “Yes, it was on the kitchen table. It said, ‘I’m not the man people think I am.’“
 
   Blake reached Jennifer and gathered her into his arms, holding her snugly against him. He stroked her hair and said, “Jennifer, it’s going to be okay.”
 
   Sobbing, she pushed at his chest. “No, it’s not going to be okay. Dick was my partner. I’m supposed to be his backup and protect him when he needs me. But I wasn’t here to protect him. I sensed something was wrong and did nothing. I should have found a way to make him talk to me.”
 
   ***
 
   Dick Mason was to be buried in the same cemetery as her baby, Timmy, his headstone overlooking the Wabash River. It was a gray, misty morning, the weather almost as depressing as the occasion. The entire sheriff’s department was in attendance in dress uniform, each wearing a black band around his or her badge to signify the loss of a fellow law enforcement officer. Standing next to Frankie and Lane, Jennifer listened as a man played “Danny Boy” on his bagpipes next to Dick’s coffin, which was covered with the American flag. 
 
   Jennifer hated funerals. She’d always been a private person, and the public good-bye ceremony was too much for her emotions. It brought back memories of the day she buried her baby boy. Jennifer quickly wiped a tear away with the back of her suit sleeve and felt Blake squeeze her hand. She glanced at him and wished she were wrapped tight in his arms, pressed against the warmth of his hard body. Jennifer couldn’t forget how Blake had held her at Catherine’s crime scene, and how right it’d felt to be in his arms. And she’d tried.
 
   Jennifer was going to miss Dick Mason more than anyone knew. It was Dick who’d patiently shown her the ropes when she made detective. He did it for her, and not to impress her dad. Dick didn’t give a damn that her father was sheriff. He wanted her to succeed and had told her that many times. 
 
   Jennifer thought she’d known Dick inside and out until the day she discovered he had a son. She thought they’d shared everything about themselves. Why did he keep that a secret from her? Perhaps he was ashamed of the way he’d left his son with his ex-wife years before and never looked back. 
 
   Dick’s estranged son, Damon Mason, was standing on the other side of the coffin and Jennifer couldn’t stop staring at him for some kind of sign that he and his father had made amends. But he showed little emotion that revealed they had.
 
   Damon was good-looking in a rugged kind of way, with a long, lean body like his father’s that stood tall and straight. His tanned skin reflected his occupation as a conservation officer and his preference for outdoor work. His eyes were blue, but more of an ice blue, with little warmth to them. His expression during the entire funeral proceedings was as blank and unreadable as it had been the day she’d seen him at the crime scene.
 
   Damon was her partner’s only family member, but she couldn’t bring herself to comfort him. There was something off about him, and she couldn’t figure out what. She’d pulled his statement about why he didn’t secure Catherine Thomas’s crime scene. He’d written exactly what Dick reported, that he hadn’t discovered a body before and he’d become so upset he screwed up the procedures. Okay, maybe she should cut him a break for Dick’s sake. But that wouldn’t be soon. She was still pissed that valuable trace evidence, which might have led them to Catherine’s killer, was washed away by the rain.
 
   ***
 
   Sheer luck and his genius was a powerful combo. If he weren’t surrounded by so many mourners, he’d bust a gut laughing his ass off.
 
   Dear old Dad had invited him over for coffee. Said he wanted to talk, to get to know him better. That was a laugh. He sure wasn’t interested in getting to know his son better twenty years ago when he abandoned him. Did the bastard really think he wouldn’t pay for deserting him and leaving him with a sadistic lunatic? 
 
   The house was way the hell out in the country. He thought he’d never find it. Once he did, he found himself on a long driveway leading to an old farmhouse that had seen better days. His father was waiting for him in the front yard.
 
   He’d excused himself to use the bathroom while his dad made coffee in the kitchen. That’s where he saw the prescription bottle of Valium in the medicine cabinet and his plan was born. This day would be his father’s last. He couldn’t believe he’d been that fucking lucky. But luck didn’t have anything to do with the genius of the plan.  
 
   He stuffed several Valium in his hand, and then went to the kitchen where his dad was pouring coffee into two mugs. He offered to carry the mugs to the living room, while his dad carried a plate of cookies. Halfway there, he told Dad he needed some milk for his coffee, turned and carried both mugs back to the kitchen. He dropped the Valium in his father’s mug, and poured milk into his. 
 
   It wasn’t long before dear old Dad was too drowsy to talk. And being the good son he was, he’d helped the older man to his bedroom. He then returned to the kitchen, grabbed a kitchen towel, lifted Dick’s mug and placed it on his bedside table along with the bottle of Valium. Spilling the pills was a nice touch.
 
   Grabbing some car keys he found in the kitchen, he went into the garage and started up the Crown Victoria. The car had a full tank of gas! Luck was with him again. He found a pen and paper and wrote a note he left on the kitchen table. All those years playing with a box of old letters from his father that Mama had kept paid off. He’d spent hours tracing and retracing each of the letters in the sentences that Dad wrote. He knew his father’s handwriting better than his own.
 
   He slipped out of the house through the front door, carefully wiping the knob with a kitchen towel. The rest, well, was history.
 
   Of course, that hadn’t been his original plan, which was to abduct his father, strap him to a table and give him a taste of what his mother had done to him for years, thanks to his desertion. How he would have enjoyed it.[bookmark: _Toc336869031]
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Four
 
   
Exhausted, Jennifer couldn’t remember a time she was more pleased to be in the comforts of her home. It had been one of the longest days and nights she’d ever lived through. She locked the front door, then took off her coat and put it in the coat closet. Glancing at her wall clock, she noticed it was already nine o’clock.
 
   If there was one thing she detested, it was a funeral. Hell, she hated saying good-bye, period. Jennifer didn’t want to think about how much she was going to miss Dick. Actually, she didn’t want to think at all. All she wanted was a hot cup of coffee, a shower, and some food.
 
   She walked through the living and dining room to the kitchen where she made a fresh pot of coffee. Jogging up the stairs, she jumped into a hot shower and tried to scrub the miserable day off her body and out of her mind. Turning off the shower with one hand, Jennifer reached with the other for the baby oil that she smoothed all over her body before she dried off with a thick towel. Her stomach growled as she threw on her bathrobe, letting her know she hadn’t had anything to eat since breakfast. 
 
   Downstairs Jennifer headed for the kitchen and opened every cabinet to find something to eat. Nothing. She opened her refrigerator. There were two cartons of yogurt that should have been thrown out weeks ago, a jar of olives, a half-gallon of drinking water and a near-empty carton of milk. Damn. When was the last time she got groceries? 
 
   ***
 
   Blake took a deep breath, then turned his SUV onto Jennifer’s street and parked outside her house. He glanced at her living room window. Her lights were on, which was a good thing and a bad thing. It was a good thing because he hadn’t purchased the large sausage and mushroom pizza, hot-from-the-oven, nor the six-pack of Coors in the passenger seat for nothing. It was a bad thing because he shouldn’t be within a city block of Jennifer Brennan. Not only was she a detective on his team, but her father was the sheriff, for Christ’s sake. 
 
   If he had half a brain, he’d turn his vehicle around and head for home. But then, where Jennifer was concerned, he wasn’t sure he had even half of a brain. The thing was — he couldn’t get Jennifer out of his head. He couldn’t stop thinking about her. 
 
   Spending all day with Jennifer, interviewing suspects and not being able to touch her, was pure torture. He couldn’t look at the woman without wondering what she would be like in bed. Every time he got near her, he felt this buzz of sexual awareness.
 
   The days were tough, but the nights were worse. Each fantasy was more erotic than the last. The dreams started with removing Jennifer’s clothing slowly, one piece at a time. They ended with their bodies in a hot, slick dance until they exploded with pleasure. Inevitably, that was the moment he’d awaken on fire, panting and aroused. 
 
   He was a bastard coming here tonight. Hours before he’d attended Dick’s funeral with Jennifer and watched her grieve for her partner. He was thinking maybe Jennifer didn’t want to be alone tonight. Perhaps she needed someone to talk to. If she did, he wanted to be that guy.
 
   Decision made. He was going in. Blake hopped out of the SUV, then reached over to grab the pizza and six-pack. Striding across the street, he jumped onto her front porch, then stopped himself before knocking on her door.  He glanced over at Jennifer’s porch swing and grinned as an idea sprung to life.
 
   ***
 
   Jennifer’s fingers were wrapped around her cell phone as she searched her kitchen for the slip of paper where she’d written the phone number for pizza delivery. Not finding it in the kitchen, she moved to the living room where she searched through a small drawer in her end table.
 
   Jennifer froze. What was that sound? There was a familiar squeaking coming from her porch. Someone was sitting on her swing. Who in the hell swings on someone’s porch in the middle of the night? She crept to the front door and opened it to confront whoever was out there.
 
   “Blake, what are you doing here?”  Jennifer exclaimed, pulling the belt on her robe a little tighter. “Listen, I’m not really up for company.”  It took only a second to take in every detail about him—his lean, wide-shouldered build, his dark hair, rugged face and impenetrable eyes. Instead of the dark suit she was used to seeing him in, he wore faded jeans, a black T-shirt and a leather jacket. The words hot, ripped, and sexy came to mind. Something heated inside her. Maybe Blake’s company was not such a bad idea after all.
 
   “I’m not here to visit, Jennifer.”  He began. “When I was growing up, we had a swing on our front porch a lot like this one. I used to swing for hours just to relax. You see, I don’t have one at my condo and I was hoping you wouldn’t mind if I sat on yours for a while.”
 
   Jennifer stared at him for a long moment. Then the mouth-watering scent of Italian spices and sauces reached her nose making her glance longingly at the pizza box next to him on the swing. 
 
   “What kind of pizza is that?”
 
   “It’s a large sausage and mushroom.”  Blake replied.
 
   Good God, it was her favorite. “I’ve changed my mind about company. Come inside.”
 
   Blake picked up the pizza and beer then entered the house. Jennifer directed him to the dining room. “There’s plates in the cabinet and napkins in the drawer in the kitchen. I’ll change clothes and be right down.”
 
   As she flew up the stairs to her bedroom, Blake went into the kitchen, opening cabinet doors and drawers until he found the plates and napkins. He placed them on the dining room table and looked around. Even though he’d known Jennifer for five years, this was the first time he’d been in her home.
 
   A brown leather sofa, two side chairs, and a tall bookcase stuffed with books, CDs and a stereo CD player filled the living room. The oak furniture was a mixture of antique and new. A flat-screen television graced one wall. He studied the stack of CDs. It seemed Jennifer’s taste in music ran the gamut from Lady Gaga to Blake Shelton. There was a lot he didn’t know about her, and he wanted to know everything.
 
   He heard Jennifer coming down the stairs. “I like your house,” he said.
 
   “Thanks. Especially, the porch swing, right?”  Jennifer grinned as she headed for the dining room and motioned for him to join her. He opened the pizza box, put a slice on a plate for Jennifer, and grabbed one for himself. She pulled out the six-pack, handed Blake a bottle of Coors, then took one for herself.
 
   “I’ve always liked old houses. It’s Craftsman-style, right?”
 
   “Yes, it was a present my dad surprised my mom with on the day they got married. This old house was renovated with love. They used it as a rental when they bought the pink Victorian house over on Washington Street. They gave it to me when I turned twenty-one.”  She hoped Blake didn’t ask too many questions about the house. Thinking about the day her parents gave it to her dredged up some memories best forgotten. 
 
   Jennifer had been seven months pregnant and living with her parents, when they asked if she’d like to join them for a ride. In the car, they drove on country roads through miles of corn fields and forests, stopping only for lunch in a quaint cafe in a small town. At the end of the day, her dad stopped the car in front of the small home where they’d lived when she was a baby. Her dad opened her door and led her inside. The wall of each room wore a fresh coat of paint; the oak wood floors glistened with polish.
 
   “Your mom and I want you to have this house. It’s a good house for children to grow up in.”  The three hugged each other tightly, not knowing that in mere weeks Jennifer would lose the baby.
 
   Blake noticed a flicker of sadness in Jennifer’s eyes and took a sip of his beer. There was something about the house she didn’t want to talk about. He wanted to know what that was, but not now.
 
   “Where do your parents live?”  Jennifer asked, changing the subject.
 
   “We moved to Orlando when I was a child. Mom and Dad bought a lot of property while it was still affordable and built condos.”
 
   “Do you visit them often?”  Jennifer asked. 
 
   “Not really. They divorced when I was fifteen. There was a lot of arguing and fighting over possessions during that time, including their kids. They still argue over who I’m spending time with, so I don’t see them as much as I should.”  Blake glanced at her and noticed pizza sauce at the corner of her mouth. He used his napkin to wipe it off, making her grin and blush.
 
   “I think my parents have been glued at the hip since they met. After all this time, they’re still lovebirds.”
 
   Blake wanted that kind of marriage someday, the polar opposite of what his parents had. The pizza box empty, Jennifer started cleaning off the table. She picked up her plate and headed to the kitchen, with Blake close behind with his.
 
   Jennifer placed the dishes in the kitchen sink. She froze for a long moment, until Blake touched her arm. She turned around, wiping at tears streaming down her face.
 
   “What’s wrong?”
 
   Jennifer picked up a coffee mug with a black-and-white drawing of a woman in a business suit, wearing a cape. “Dick gave me this mug. He said the mug would remind me I could do anything I decided to do. I just needed to believe in myself.”
 
   Blake pulled her into his arms.
 
   “I’m going to miss him.”  
 
   “I know.”  Blake whispered in her ear. 
 
   Jennifer tightened her arms around his waist and pressed her body against him. He felt a pang of longing so strong he couldn’t breathe. Lust filled his veins, surging down to his belly. Talk about bad timing. He gently pushed her back, and kissed her forehead, hoping she had not felt his arousal. “You must be tired, Jennifer. I’ll leave so you can get some sleep.”
 
   Jennifer followed him to the front door.  An impulse came over her. Maybe it was the way the man radiated testosterone and she’d been going through some significant withdrawal. Whatever it was, she gave into it, slipped her arms around his neck and kissed him. His kiss tasted like beer, pizza, and man, and she wanted to drink him in. She wove her fingers through his hair and felt him breathing harder now, his chest rising and falling against her breasts. The kiss sent currents of erotic fire surging through her, making her weak in the knees.
 
   ***
 
   At first, Blake stiffened with surprise. But then his pulse spiked as Jennifer slipped her arms around his neck and pressed her breasts against him. Her mouth felt hot and soft and he parted her lips so he could taste her, her tongue tangling with his. He’d imagined kissing her many, many times, but this was a million times better. Blake wanted to pick her up, carry her upstairs to her bedroom and fulfill each of his erotic dreams. He felt her hand slide down to his waist, her fingers lifting his shirt. Damn it. He wanted her badly, but not like this. He was a bastard for coming here tonight — wanting her while knowing she was crazy with grief.
 
   Blake caught her hand, broke off the kiss, and gently pushed her away.
 
   ***
 
   Jennifer fiercely colored and stared at him in shock. What in the hell had she done? What was she thinking? 
 
   “I am so sorry. That shouldn’t have happened. We work together.”
 
   “Please don’t be sorry, I’m not. Working together is not why I stopped the kiss.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Honey, I know you’re grieving and I don’t want to take advantage.”  He began. “Besides, it’s not like we’re partners.”
 
   ***
 
   Jennifer thanked God she had plenty to do at her desk the next day. Blake was with the diving team looking for a drowning victim at Bear Lake, which made avoiding him a simple task. She was mortified she’d practically molested him the night before. 
 
   Jennifer fired up her computer, ignored her burgeoning email box and started a document. She needed to list everything they had on Catherine’s murder. Maybe there was something she’d missed that would pop out at her. She started with their suspect pool which was decidedly emptied when they ruled out Nicholas Connor. 
 
   Jennifer knew most homicides were committed by someone known to the victim. Could Catherine have been dating someone that her friends and parents didn’t know about? That seemed unlikely for a couple of reasons. Catherine was very personable and many of her friends said she was so open that she had no secrets. In addition, Catherine knew many people who lived in the community so it’s unlikely she was seeing someone other than Nicholas. It would have been reported. That left her work. Could the killer be someone who frequented the Sugar Creek Cafe? She made a mental note to talk to the waitresses again to find out if they’d noticed anyone repeatedly asking to sit in Catherine’s area or who hung around to talk to her.
 
   Jennifer then listed more questions. Why did the killer select Catherine? Usually killers choose their victims based on availability, vulnerability and desirability. The victim worked in a high-traffic restaurant. She probably came in contact with a couple of hundred people per day. It wouldn’t be that difficult for a killer to stalk a waitress leaving work, at her home, or social activities. It certainly wasn’t beyond the scope of reasoning that her killer followed her home that day, and waited outside her house until she left again for Deer Run State Park.
 
   Jennifer heard Blake’s voice from across the room. He was talking to a deputy about a floater at the lake. So why was he in the office and not at the lake? It wasn’t long before she heard his footfall as he headed toward her cubicle. She aimed her attention at her computer screen.
 
   “Good morning.”  
 
   Was it her imagination or did his voice sound huskier than usual? She glanced at him, nodded and looked back at her computer.
 
   Blake sat in her guest chair, which in her small cubicle, placed his body a little too close for comfort. “What are you doing?”  Soon he’d pushed his chair so he was sitting directly next to her so he could see the screen.
 
   “I’m making a list of what we know about Catherine’s murder. I’m hoping something pops out that we may have missed.”  
 
   “Good idea.”  He took the opportunity to stretch, and moved his arm across the back of her chair.  
 
   Jennifer shot him a look. His hair was damp from a shower. She breathed in his fresh, male scent. “I thought you were supposed to be with your diving team at Bear Lake.”
 
   “I was with them earlier. My team doesn’t need me to be there to supervise them taking care of a floater.”  He looked back at the computer. “Let’s talk about your list. Anything pop out?”
 
   “Well, yes. A couple of things bother me about the case.”
 
   “Like what?”
 
   Jennifer turned in her chair so she was facing him. “There’s no concrete evidence, but my intuition tells me that Catherine wasn’t killed by anyone she was having a relationship with. I think she was killed by a stranger. Maybe he noticed her at the cafe, started frequenting the place just to see her. She doesn’t give him the time of day. It pisses him off so he stalks her until he finds an opportunity to make his move. Like I said, it’s only my intuition. Not really any evidence to support it.”
 
   “Jennifer, never downplay your intuition.”  Lightly, he fingered a loose tendril of hair on her cheek. “That’s a good theory. What else do you have?”
 
   “There’s something else that bothers me. How was Catherine abducted in the first place? Not only was she a candidate for the police academy, she’d completed Frankie’s thorough self-defense courses. Catherine knew what to do to fight back and escape. Why didn’t she?”
 
   “Maybe he surprised her when her back was turned,” offered Blake.
 
   “Maybe. But I’m just not seeing it. Is it safe to assume since Catherine’s car was found at Deer Run State Park that it was where she ran that day?”
 
   “Let’s say for discussion sake it was. I mean she didn’t go to her usual places like the track.”
 
   “So if Catherine were abducted from the state park, how did the killer prevent her from screaming for help?” Jennifer asked.
 
   “Good question. Did he use drugs? Maybe we should take another look at the tox report Doc Meade ran.” 
 
   Jennifer nodded, then continued. “If he subdued her, the killer had to be strong and in excellent condition to get her body out of the park without being noticed. So are we talking about someone who works out a lot, or needs to be in good physical condition for his job? His hands were strong enough to break the hyoid bone in her neck as he strangled her. But do you think he killed her at the park”?”
 
   “No,” Blake said. “I don’t think Catherine was killed at the park. But if she wasn’t, where was she tortured and murdered?”  
 
   Jennifer thought for a long moment, then said, “We know he had to prevent Catherine from screaming, so maybe the killer used duct tape across her mouth. Therefore, he could have taken her to a single dwelling like a house or cabin anywhere in the county.”  
 
   “There’s no way the killer lived in an apartment because concealing his activities would be too difficult under the watchful eyes of multiple neighbors,” offered Blake.
 
   “I agree.”
 
   Then Jennifer turned her thoughts to the killer himself and said, “I think that binding his victim with duct tape satisfied the killer’s need for control. He may have felt power or sexual excitement when he killed her. There was evidence of rape.”
 
   “Oh, so you’re dipping into the behavioral science bucket,” Blake teased.
 
   “Hey, I aced that class.”  Jennifer slapped his arm playfully, but soon a worried expression crossed her face.
 
   “I can tell there’s something else that bothers you about the case. What is it?
 
   “I can’t get past the lack of forensic evidence. There was nothing on her laptop that would help us find her killer. It contained the usual emails between friends, Facebook and Twitter exchanges. Nothing that raised a red flag. They returned the laptop to her parents yesterday,” said Jennifer.
 
   “What else?”
 
   “We’ve got a photo with the belt buckle impression on Catherine’s neck, but it’s useless without a suspect and belt to compare it with.”  She lowered her voice and leaned closer to Blake. “The killer washed and bleached the body to remove trace evidence and he wiped Catherine’s car down so proficiently, there were no fingerprints — not even the car owner’s. I think he’s killed and covered it up before. He’s building his proficiency. He’ll kill again, Blake. It’s just a matter of time and opportunity.”  
 
   Nancy, Lane’s admin, popped her head in. “Don’t you two read your email? Lane wants to meet with both of you in his office.”
 
   ***
 
   Jennifer’s first thought when she entered Lane’s office was that something was up. She was right.
 
   Lane directed Jennifer and Blake to sit in his guest chairs facing him across the desk, then said, “Jennifer, Dick’s death leaves you without a partner.”  Lane began, then turned to Blake.
 
   “Blake, you haven’t had a partner since Will’s transfer. So it makes sense that I make you two partners.”
 
   Jennifer quickly looked down so Lane wouldn’t notice the deer-in-the-headlights expression she knew was on her face. Making Jennifer and Blake partners was probably the worse idea Lane Hansen ever came up with and he’d come up with some monumentally bad ideas in the past. Partners? Just the night before, she’d been on her way to reach for Blake’s jeans zipper and now they were partners? She frantically searched her mind for a logical reason why they shouldn’t be partners, but nothing came to her because in Lane’s perspective it made perfect sense. Neither had a partner and they’d been working the same case together for weeks.
 
   “It’s a logical move,” Lane went on. “I mean you’re already working the Catherine Thomas case together.”
 
   Blake swallowed hard, clenched his jaw, and made a supreme effort to keep his expression blank. Keeping his focus on Lane, he dared not look at Jennifer. This changed everything. He was able to justify what happened at Jennifer’s house by noting that a lot of the deputies were dating or married and no one gave it a second thought. But law enforcement partners in a romantic relationship? That was an unspoken cardinal sin. He was in deep trouble for more than one reason. 
 
   ***
 
   Blake sat at the bar and ordered another beer in an attempt to wash away a rotten day, as well as the fact that the guy who made it so bad was sitting next to him. The music was loud, each beat hammering his brain, building an eye-crosser of a headache.
 
   “So, you and Jennifer are now partners.”  
 
   It was Lane’s way of easing into a conversation that Blake knew was his goal when Lane asked him out for a drink. Blake kept his mouth clamped shut and his eyes on the flat-screen TV and waited through the moment of silence that ensued.
 
   Then Lane continued, “Listen, I know most guys on the team would prefer not to have Jennifer Brennan as a partner, seeing that her dad is sheriff and everything...”
 
   Yeah, that and the fact she’s five feet and ten inches of blonde irresistible perfection. Now that they’d kissed, how Blake was going to keep his hands off her was anyone’s guess.
 
   “Blake, I’m going to give you some advice that was given to me at one time about partnering with a female.”
 
   This was rich. Lane Hansen, of all people, was about to give him partner relationship advice. It wasn’t as if most of the staff didn’t know about Lane and Frankie getting married shortly after playing undercover roles as husband and wife. No hanky-panky going on there. Right. He glanced at Lane then back at the TV.
 
   “There’s this saying, 'You don’t screw with your partner and your partner won’t screw with you.’  Understand?”
 
   “I think I’ve heard that saying before.”  Blake responded, praying the conversation would end with the remark.
 
   “I’m not saying anything about Jennifer and you, but just keep things between you professional, not personal. There have been too many operations that went to hell in a hand basket because a cop got emotional. Because he or she let it get personal with his or her partner.”
 
   Blake’s jaw tensed and he continued to pretend he was watching the TV. He wanted to ask Lane how that worked out when he went undercover with Frankie. It was curious how they got married shortly after that operation. Through the long mirror in back of the bar, he saw Jennifer enter and cross the room to where Lane’s wife, Frankie, sat in a booth. Why hadn’t he noticed Frankie before? 
 
   He’d decided after leaving Jennifer’s house the night before that he was going to ask her out for a romantic dinner out-of-town. Out-of-town and away from watchful eyes. That plan got drop-kicked the second their boss made them partners. Blake hadn’t had a chance to talk to Jennifer alone all day. It wasn’t that he was looking forward to discussing partner “rules” with her, but it was unavoidable now. 
 
   ***
 
   It was Friday night and the Hoosier Sports Grill was packed with the loud TGIF crowd, just as Jennifer knew it would be, which is why she didn’t want to be there. But a promise was a promise — especially if that promise was made to her cousin, Frankie.
 
   Jennifer was an only child and Frankie was the sister she never had. When ’Jennifer was abducted, Frankie — along with Lane and her dad — had rushed to her rescue. The abduction was a time she’d rather not think about in daylight hours, it was enough that her regular nightmares reminded her. 
 
   A balloon popped near the bar, and several women screamed in alarm. Jennifer’s hand instinctively went to her Glock, which wasn’t there because she’d changed into her faded jeans, red tank, and black leather jacket after work. Jennifer couldn’t remember the last time she went out after work on a Friday. It was easier to turn on a Lifetime movie, have pizza delivered, and settle in for the night on her sofa. But Frankie had insisted that Jennifer join her for drinks, something they hadn’t done for a couple of months. 
 
   Jennifer scanned the crowd and couldn’t find Frankie anywhere. She was starting to think she was the first to arrive when she noticed Frankie standing near a booth, waving her arms like she was on an airfield directing a 747 into a parking spot at the gate. Once she reached the booth, she slid in across from her cousin and noticed a large strawberry margarita in front of Frankie.
 
   “Non-alcoholic, I hope,” asked Jennifer, referring to Frankie’s allergy to alcohol. 
 
   “Of course,” replied Frankie as she waved to the waitress, who brought Jennifer the strawberry margarita she’d ordered earlier for her.
 
   “How’s Ashley?”  Jennifer asked, before she sipped her drink.
 
   “My little girl is moving from her terrible twos right into her terrible threes. Last night she tried to wrap Hunter up with toilet paper. She’d used two rolls before I caught her. I couldn’t believe the Giant Schnauzer let her do that.”
 
   “Bet Hunter was glad you came to his rescue,” said Jennifer as she smiled at the visual. “Speaking of Hunter, I heard Mrs. Smith wandered away from Shady Oaks again. How did you find her?”
 
   “Lane and Sam Brown went up in the copter and searched for her using the thermal imaging camera. I love the thermal imaging technology; it makes objects that emit heat visible in the dark. Anyway, they spotted what they thought was human in that wooded area next to the park on Elm Street. Hunter and I went in and the rest is history.”
 
   “What condition was she in?” asked Jennifer.
 
   “Not bad for being missing for eight hours, a little dehydrated. She’s eighty-years-old and walked at least five miles. Do you believe it?”
 
   Jennifer shook her head sadly. “She was my first grade teacher.”
 
   “Mine, too.”
 
   “It makes me sad that a woman who used her intelligence her entire life to help others now has a disease that robs her of the ability of even recalling her name. I hate Alzheimer’s disease.”
 
   “This is getting depressing; let’s change subjects. How’s your love life?”
 
   “What love life?” asked Jennifer with a nervous laugh. There was no way Jennifer was telling Frankie how attracted she was to Blake. She’d never hear the end of it.
 
   “What are you doing about getting one?”
 
   “No match-making, Frankie. We’ve discussed this before.”
 
   “Just observations.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I just happened to notice that when I visit my husband at work, there are some hot and available men there.” 
 
   “I can’t believe you’re suggesting I date one of them. Aren’t you the one who always told me not to date a cop because they lie too easily?”
 
   “Well, since I married one, I’ve changed my philosophy.”  Frankie’s eyes scanned across the room and landed on her husband. “Speaking of tall, ripped and hot, there’s Lane at the bar.”
 
   Jennifer followed Frankie’s gaze until she saw Blake. Their gazes locked and a spark of heat flashed between them.
 
   “Isn’t that Blake Stone with him?” asked Frankie. “Speaking of smokin’ hot and available.”
 
   Suddenly, Jennifer felt a desperate urge to leave the bar. Flustered, she grabbed her purse and eased out of the booth.
 
   “Where are you going?”
 
   “I just remembered that I need to feed my cat.”  With that, Jennifer rushed out of the bar.
 
   Frankie thought for a moment, and then said aloud, “What cat?”
 
   ***
 
   Dorothy was right when she said, “There’s no place like home.”  And Jennifer couldn’t get to hers fast enough. She turned her car onto her street and drove the five blocks it took to slide into her driveway. Clutching her purse, she walked to her front porch, bounded up the steps — then froze. Her front door was ajar. And Jennifer distinctly remembered locking it before she left, along with turning on the porch light. Slowly and silently she eased open the screen door to enter. Her first priority was to find her Glock; then she’d search the house. Unfortunately, she’d left it upstairs in her nightstand. 
 
   Jennifer crept into the kitchen, grabbed a steak knife out of the drawer then inched up her stairs.
 
   ***
 
   Blake watched Jennifer leave the bar, then made an excuse to leave himself. Whether he wanted to have that partner conversation with her or not, he needed to talk to her. He pulled his SUV in front of her house and got out. Something was off. It wasn’t until he reached the sidewalk that he realized her front door was wide-open. The security-conscious Jennifer he knew would never leave her door open like that. He pulled his gun out of his holster and moved into the house. In the living room, he called for her. No response.
 
   Gripping his firearm in front of him, Blake moved around the living and dining rooms with his back toward the wall. The rooms were clear, along with the kitchen. Stopping to listen, he heard a soft creaking of a floorboard coming from the second floor so he moved to the staircase landing. 
 
   At that moment, Glock in hand, Jennifer bounded out from her bedroom shouting, “Freeze!”  Seeing Blake, she lowered her gun and leaned against the wall, her heart beating wildly.
 
   “Damn it, Blake, I could have killed you.”
 
   Ignoring her remark, Blake whispered, “Did you clear the upstairs?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Then put away your gun. Come down here and tell me what’s going on?”
 
   She tucked her gun in the back of her jeans, then followed Blake down the stairs and into the living room. “When I got home, my door was open. I know I locked it when I left, right after I turned on my porch lights. Someone has been in my house.”
 
   “Did you check to see if anything was missing?”  Blake asked as he eyeballed the room.
 
   “No, I was just clearing the rooms when I saw you.”
 
   “Let’s do it now. Where do you want to start?”  Blake clenched his jaw and focused on remaining calm, which was difficult to do because he wanted to kick the ass belonging to whoever broke into Jennifer’s house. 
 
   “Nothing looks missing in here,” said Jennifer. “It’s odd that someone would break into a house and not take a flat-screen TV.”
 
   “No kidding.”
 
   Blake followed Jennifer into the dining room and almost slammed into her when she came to a standstill at the long table. She pointed at an object sitting in the center of the table. It was an iPhone in a hot pink case, with the name ‘Catherine’ written in script across the center.
 
   “Catherine Thomas’ cell,” whispered Jennifer.
 
   ***
 
   Reminded by the crime techs not to touch anything, Jennifer sat on the front porch swing in silence. Blake paced back and forth in front of the living room window as the techs brushed Jennifer’s doors and windows for fingerprints. He was livid that the sick bastard who killed Catherine Thomas had been inside Jennifer’s home. He’d already called Lane, who was putting a deputy on her house 24/7. 
 
   “He knows who I am,” said Jennifer softly. “He’s taunting me because I can’t catch him.”
 
   Blake had come to the same conclusion. To say that he was alarmed that a murderer knew who Jennifer was and where she lived was an understatement. “That’s pretty fucking brazen to break into the detective’s home who is trying to catch you.”  
 
   “He thinks he’s smarter than we are. He doesn’t think there’s a slim possibility that we’ll catch him,” Jennifer replied.
 
   “You can’t stay here, Jennifer. Move in with your parents until we catch him.”
 
   “Not happening. I’m not running from him.”  Her home was her oasis and she felt violated the perp was inside her home looking at her things. No one was going to run her out of her own home.
 
   “Jennifer...”
 
   “Drop it,” She interrupted.
 
   “You’re not safe here.”
 
   “If it were your home, Blake, would you let him chase you out of it?”  
 
   She watched Blake avert his eyes. “That’s what I thought.”
 
   The slamming of car doors drew her attention to the street. Lane and her father had arrived. Jennifer sighed. If there was one thing she didn’t need, it was her father’s concern and her own guilt over having caused the concern. 
 
   “Have they found any prints?”  Lane directed his question to Blake.
 
   “Not yet. He probably wore gloves.”
 
   “What about the cell phone?”
 
   “It looks wiped down but they’re going to take it apart to see if they can find prints inside it.”
 
   Lane looked at Jennifer. “Are you absolutely sure the cell belongs to Catherine?”
 
   “Yes. Her parents gave it to her for her birthday. They gave me a photo of her holding it up to the camera. It’s in her file.”
 
   “How are you doing?”  He asked with concern in his voice.
 
   Jennifer glanced at Lane, noting the apprehension written all over his face. Lane was acting just like her dad and she didn’t appreciate it one bit. “I’m a law enforcement officer. I’m fine.”  She folded her arms across her chest.
 
   Tim moved closer. “Jennifer, your mother and I want you to move in with us.”
 
   Jennifer rolled her eyes and said, “Seriously, Dad. I’m not a kid. I’m not moving home.”
 
   “Just until we catch him.”
 
   “No, Dad. I’m sorry, but I’m not moving from my house.”
 
   Tim gave Lane and Blake a meaningful glance then said, “Fine. We’ll move to Plan B.”
 
   Jennifer looked at the three of them, afraid to ask, but did. “What’s Plan B?”
 
   “Your partner moves in with you.”  Tim’s glare and dare-to-object expression did not go unnoticed. “That’s not your father talking, it’s your sheriff. Consider it a direct order.”
 
   ***
 
   Tiffany Chase had never gone camping in her life, nor had she wanted to. Why anyone would sleep out in the wild with bugs and creatures was beyond her. But that was before she laid eyes on Lance Brody in her college Educational Psych course. He walked in the first day of class, with shoulders a yard wide, tall, hot, and athletic — just her type. And thus began a series of erotic dreams starring Mr. Lance Brody and involving wild, monkey sex in every position.
 
   That Tiffany was already engaged to her community’s youth minister evaporated from her brain the instant Lance moved into her presence. Ed. Psych was the only class she’d ever taken that she’d even made an attempt to arrive early. But every Tuesday and Thursday, Tiffany was one of the first to arrive, because she knew Lance would be there.
 
   Tiffany had never had trouble engaging young men in conversation with her big blue eyes, dark hair, sexy lush lips, wearing her usual tight tees and jeans. But Lance Brody was the exception. Hell, he played football and even that topic didn’t seem to interest him. But one day she overheard him talking to another student about camping that weekend. His voice was filled with excitement and she knew she hit pay-dirt. She’d spent that weekend at the library, reading anything she could get her hands on that even remotely had to do with camping.
 
   The following Tuesday, she arrived even earlier than usual and waited for Lance to arrive.
 
   “Hi, Lance. How was your camping trip?”  Tiffany leaned toward him, her blue eyes brightened with interest.
 
   “It was great, but how did you know I went camping?”
 
   “Last week, I overheard you talking with John about it. Where did you go?”  She spoke in a tone of inquisitive wonder. At least, that’s what she wanted Lance to think.
 
   “I pitched a tent over at Bear Lake.”
 
   “Oh, I don’t think I’ve camped there, but I’ve pitched a tent plenty of times over at Deer Run State Park. Do you know it?”  She smiled brightly and noted a gleam of interest in his dark eyes.
 
   “Absolutely. I’ve camped there since I was a little kid. There’s nothing like sleeping under the stars, listening to the sounds around you. That’s cool you camp, too.”
 
   ***
 
   Two weeks later, Tiffany trudged behind Lance, admiring the muscles in his legs and his tight ass as they made their way to his favorite campsite inside Rocky Cliff State Park. The pack on her back felt like it weighed a ton and her feet were killing her. What was she, a pack-mule? The only thing that kept her going was the thought of Lance, naked, sharing a sleeping bag with her under the stars — not that they’d notice the stars much if she had her way.
 
   Finally, after passing about a dozen campers, they reached Lance’s favorite camp site. It was away from the others and privately nestled in pine trees near a small stream. Lance pointed out a deer path nearby and promised they’d see a doe or two during their stay. 
 
   “We need to take advantage of the daylight. I’ll go find wood for the fire and you can go ahead and set up the tent,” said Lance over his shoulder as he headed toward the trees.
 
   Set up the tent? Tiffany felt the panic sliver up her spine. She’d never set up a tent in her life, and she didn’t recall any instructions in the camping books she checked out. This whole camping thing was way too much work. Tiffany unrolled one of the sleeping bags and sat down as she tried to visualize how a tent might be set up. Before she knew it, she was lying down and fast asleep.
 
   Tiffany felt hands touching her, stroking her, pushing her hair out of her face and away from her neck. Was she dreaming? Had Lance returned? She sighed with pleasure.
 
   “Hey, sleepyhead. What happened with the tent?”  Lance asked. He’d started the fire to ward off the chill of the early evening.
 
   She jerked upright. The tent! She scrambled to her feet. “I must have dozed off.”
 
   He ruffled her hair with his fingers. “Come on. We’ll set it up together.”
 
   With Lance taking the lead, they set up the tent and arranged the sleeping bags inside. He opened her bag and took out a package of hotdogs, buns and marshmallows, which Tiffany arranged on a nearby picnic table. As they roasted the hotdogs over the fire, Tiffany began to think that maybe she was wrong about camping. Maybe it was not that bad after all.
 
   As the evening wore on, Lance hadn’t made any romantic moves, and secretly, Tiffany was grateful. Every muscle in her body cried out in protest from the four trails Lance made her hike before they set up camp. She felt like she could barely move, let alone muster up the energy for sex. Tiffany reached into her backpack and pulled out a roll of toilet paper. If she didn’t go soon, it would be too late. The thought of having to use a public restroom had made her put off this visit for most of the afternoon. Ick. She waved at Lance then made her way to the old log building he’d pointed out earlier. Two little boys scrambled out of the place and ran toward their campsite. 
 
   Once inside, she realized the women’s side of the restroom was empty and she felt a flicker of apprehension course through her. She’d seen an old horror movie once where the hockey-masked slasher had trapped and hacked his victim in a vacant public restroom. Tiffany rushed into a stall, finished her business, then scrubbed her hands with soap and water at the sink. She shuddered as fearful images of a masked slasher built in her mind, and she wished she were already back at the campsite with Lance. Grabbing the roll of toilet paper, Tiffany rushed out of the building, slamming into what felt like a brick wall. She brushed herself off, then felt embarrassed when she realized who she’d run into.
 
   “Sorry about that. I guess I need to watch where I’m going.”
 
   He swept some leaves off her shoulders and pulled something out of his pocket. “Not a problem.”  His voice was eerily emotionless.
 
   A sharp, piercing pain in her neck caused Tiffany to gasp just prior to slipping into unconsciousness.[bookmark: _Toc336869032]
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Five
 
 
   Lance Brody threw another log on the fire and checked his watch. Tiffany had been gone an hour. It was close to midnight. He decided to wait a few more minutes then go check on her. For a woman who claimed she was an avid camper, Tiffany certainly seemed out of her element. She had even struggled setting up the tent with him. While on the trails, she had been so out-of-breath, he thought he was going to have to carry her.
 
   Lance lay on his back, gazing at the glittering lights scattered across the night sky, and thought about the first time he’d noticed Tiffany. She was waiting outside the Ed Psych classroom. He’d pegged her as one of the pampered sorority girls on campus, and had steered clear of her. Tiffany was a pretty distraction, but he had no burning desire to become another notch on her bedpost. Lance had heard rumors that her sorority sisters had some kind of a sexual conquest contest going and he wanted no part of it. Besides, he had to keep his grades up or he’d lose his football scholarship. Some of his classes were a bitch this term, so he had no time to toy with women like Tiffany. But all that was before Tiffany shared her vast camping experiences with him.
 
   He glanced at his watch again and noted thirty minutes had passed. He’d lost track of time. He got to his feet and headed down the trail leading to the restroom facility.
 
   ***
 
   Blake pulled his bags out of his SUV, closed the door, and aimed his remote to lock it. He nodded at the deputy parked in front of Jennifer’s house. The crime scene techs were long gone, as were Lane and the sheriff.
 
   He’d wanted to spend more time with Jennifer, but not this way. Blake understood why Jennifer was so angry with Lane and her dad. She was a trained and armed law enforcement officer whose job was to protect others. The implication that she couldn’t protect herself ran against her grain. But he agreed with them. She needed protection and if they hadn’t insisted he move in with her, he would have parked outside her house in his SUV all night. There was no way Jennifer Brennan was getting hurt on his watch. 
 
   Most perps didn’t have the balls to break into a detective’s home. This killer was an anomaly with an ego the size of Mount Rushmore. The bastard obviously thought he could get away with anything. But if he thought he was going to get to Jennifer, he’d better think again.
 
   Jennifer answered her door after his first knock. “Oh, I see my babysitter has arrived.”  The sarcasm in her voice was hard to miss.
 
   “Let’s not make this any harder than it has to be.”  He moved past her, hung his garment bag in her coat closet and set his duffle bag on the floor. “Look on the bright side, I’m a damn good cook.”
 
   “You are?”
 
   He grinned and nodded. “My grandmother is Italian and a retired chef. I spent every summer with her and she taught me how to cook.” 
 
   Jennifer eyed him carefully. She couldn’t remember the last time she had used her kitchen for actual cooking. Italian food? Her mouth watered at the thought. “Interesting. I’ll give you a tour of my kitchen tomorrow, but for now I’m beat. Let me show you the guest room.”
 
   “I think I’ll stay down here on the sofa. I’ll cover the first floor while you get some sleep.”  Once he was sure she was in her bedroom, he checked the house again, testing the locks on each window and door. Peeking through the living room blinds, he saw the deputy was still outside in his car. He made a mental note to make the guy some hot coffee later. He sat on the sofa, removed his shoes, fluffed a pillow, and then lay down. He doubted if he was going to get much sleep with a killer on the loose, and his vivid imagination wandering to Jennifer upstairs in bed. 
 
   ***
 
   Jennifer lay awake in bed staring at her ceiling. Insomnia strikes again. Was it insomnia or lust? Okay, lust. Lying on her sofa downstairs was one of the most gorgeous men she’d ever seen. One kiss had sent currents of erotic fire straight to her sexual center. There was no doubt in her mind she was hot for him, but he was now her partner, which made the situation impossible. Add to that, he was living with her. How was she going to be able to keep her hands off him?
 
   Thirty minutes passed and Jennifer was still awake, so she went downstairs to the kitchen to make some Sleepytime tea. She filled her teapot and set it on the stove burner to heat. Jennifer pulled out a jar of honey from the refrigerator and her mug from a cabinet. A movement at the door made her jump.
 
   “Sorry. I heard someone in here and thought I’d check it out. What are you doing?”  Blake yawned and leaned against the kitchen doorframe. In only faded jeans, he stood there with his dark looks and rippling muscles looking like a model in a Calvin Klein ad — tantalizingly sexy. The room heated a couple of degrees.
 
   Jennifer’s eyes moved upward from his six-pack-abs to his broad chest. Something heated inside her and she averted her eyes. “I couldn’t sleep so I’m making some Sleepytime tea. Would you like some?”
 
   Instead of answering, he pulled another mug from the same cabinet Jennifer had just used, making her wonder how he got so familiar with her kitchen so fast. He placed it next to hers and sat down at the kitchen table. She placed a teabag in each mug, poured in hot water, and then brought both mugs to the table. She added a dollop of honey to hers, and passed the jar to Blake.
 
   “Why did the killer target me?” asked Jennifer.
 
   Blake sipped his tea and stared at her for a long moment. “I’ve been so pissed that he did that I haven’t thought about the why.”
 
   “I mean, how did he even know I was assigned to his case?”
 
   “Are you still thinking the killer might be one of us? Someone in law enforcement?”  His dark eyebrows slanted in a frown.
 
   She nodded and continued. “It all goes back to the way he knew how to wash away trace evidence. Now this. It hasn’t been made public who’s working Catherine Thomas’ murder. So how did he know I was? I don’t think we can ignore the fact he could be working for the sheriff’s office.”  
 
   “I just can’t wrap my head around that someone we know and work with could do what this killer did to Catherine.”  Blake said. After a thoughtful pause, he added, “Whoever he is, he’s not getting to you, Jennifer. Not on my watch.”  His voice was firm, final.
 
   There was something in his dark eyes that made her look twice. In that instant, she knew Blake Stone cared about her, and not just as a partner.
 
   ***
 
   Lance searched both the men’s and women’s restrooms for Tiffany to no avail. Where could she be? He woke up the campers in the six tents down a short trail near the restrooms to find out if anyone had seen her, but no one had. Three of the campers joined him in his search, walking the perimeter of the log building searching for any sign of Tiffany. They met back at their starting point, each reporting he’d found nothing. 
 
   Lance walked back to the campsite thinking that she may have returned there, but when he arrived everything was as he left it. No Tiffany. He pulled his cell out of his pocket and called nine-one-one, then dialed another number as he walked toward the park entrance to meet the deputy.
 
   “Blake, this is Lance Brody. I need your help.”
 
   ***
 
   By the time Blake and Jennifer arrived at Rocky Cliff State Park, they’d been notified by dispatch about the missing girl. A deputy securing the front entrance waved them through. Bolting out of the SUV, they reached the trail to the campsites in record time.
 
   “Who’s Lance Brody?” Jennifer asked.
 
   “He’s a scuba diver who volunteers when we need extra divers. Lance is a college student, so we use him as a volunteer all summer.”
 
   “So what’s your take on him?”
 
   “Lance is a good guy. He likes the outdoors, camps a lot and just enjoys life. He wants to be a detective someday; majors in Criminal Justice at ISU in Terre Haute.”
 
   The main campsites were abuzz with activity, ranging from frightened campers, to crime scene techs combing the area around the restroom facilities inside the crime scene tape. Mobile spotlights illuminated the area. In the distance, deputies could be seen holding large flashlights, searching the woods, undergrowth crackling with each step.
 
   Blake motioned for a young deputy, “Separate the witnesses. Get their names, addresses and statements. Make sure no one leaves until that happens. If anyone saw something suspicious, come find us.”
 
   The deputy smiled, seemingly pleased with himself. “Already done, Sir. I’ve got their names, addresses and statements. Most of the campers were winding down for the evening and getting ready for bed. Two boys in the first tent described a young woman who may have been Tiffany enter the restroom, but no one saw her come out.”  
 
   Jennifer saw Bob Goldberg, one of her favorite crime scene technicians, just inside the crime scene tape at the restroom. She hurried to talk to him. “Bob, did you find anything?”
 
   “Shit, what a crime scene. The place is like Grand Central Station,” Bob complained. “There are more footprints than Advil has pain reliever pills. We did find a pair of footprints that lead to and from the service road. Looks like hiking boots.”  Bob led Jennifer to the service road and pointed down. See those tire prints? They look fresh. I’m guessing they’re from an ATV pulling some kind of cart. I think the park service uses ATVs all the time to pick up trash and debris.”  
 
   “If she was abducted, he could have gotten her out of the park through the service road,” Jennifer said, glancing at Blake, who had joined them. 
 
   “Right, if the tire prints have anything to do with the girl who’s missing.”  Bob responded.
 
   Holding a small pink purse and a backpack, a young blonde-haired man with a wide-shouldered, rangy body approached them. “Blake, thanks for coming.”  
 
   “Lance, this is my partner, Jennifer Brennan.”  
 
   Placing the purse and backpack on the ground, Lance shook Jennifer’s outstretched hand and said, “I’m glad you’re here to help find Tiffany.”
 
   “Lance, I want you to wait for us on that bench over there. Jennifer and I need to check something out,” said Blake. “We’ll be right back.” 
 
   “Jennifer, let’s check out this service road.”  Blake and Jennifer carefully made their way around the crime scene tape, careful not to step on anything that might be related to Tiffany’s disappearance. Using the embankment, they waded through brush and weeds to follow the service road. 
 
   Pointing at the road, Blake said, “See the tire tracks. I think Bob’s right when he said the tracks looked like they belong to an ATV pulling some kind of cart.”
 
   Blake and Jennifer continued walking about a mile until they came to a three-car garage next to what looked like a maintenance building. Parked next to the building was a red Honda FourTrax Foreman All-Terrain Vehicle. Attached to its hitch was a metal cart, filled with large black plastic bags, presumably stuffed with garbage.
 
   Jennifer pulled her cell phone out of her pocket, “Bob, bring your kit and follow the service road until you come to the maintenance building. We may have found that ATV and cart you were talking about.”
 
   Blake held his hand above the motor, careful not to touch the vehicle. “It’s still warm. We need a conservation officer here stat.” 
 
   “You’ve got one.”  
 
   Blake and Jennifer turned around to see an older man in a green uniform approach them. “I’m Sam McGee. I’m the conservation officer in charge of the park. Got a call about all the commotion. Who are you?”
 
   Blake and Jennifer simultaneously pulled out their badges. “We’ve got a missing girl who may have been transported out of the park using this ATV. Who has access to the keys?”
 
   “My employees. But it’s not likely any of my people took out the ATV since the key is locked up inside the maintenance building.” Sam moved to the ATV, holding his hand over the motor as Blake had. “I’ll be damned, the motor’s warm.”  He rushed to the side door of the maintenance building and found the door unlocked. Jennifer and Blake followed him to a pegboard inside with dozens of hooks with keys attached. “It’s missing!”  Sam exclaimed. “The key to that ATV is missing.”
 
   “Don’t touch anything,” said Blake. “We’ve got a crime scene tech coming who will dust for prints.”
 
   Frowning, Jennifer said to Blake, “So we have a perp who breaks into this building to steal keys as well as an ATV. For what? To take a joy ride at night in the park? If so, what’s with the filled garbage bags?”
 
   “Here’s another scenario. Our guy steals the ATV and cart, then rides around the park emptying garbage cans so he doesn’t look suspicious. He’s trolling for a victim and finds her when Tiffany comes out of that restroom. He subdues her with a stun gun, drugs or something, hides her body under the garbage bags then drives back here to return the ATV.”  He pointed to the east. “It’s then only 100 yards or so to the parking lot where he stashed his vehicle.”
 
   ***
 
   When Blake and Jennifer returned to the camping area, they found Lance sitting on the bench where they had left him. As soon as they were close enough, he handed Jennifer the purse and backpack. He seemed distraught. “These belong to Tiffany. I’m so glad you’re here. I don’t know what to do. I can’t believe Tiffany’s gone. I’ve looked for her everywhere.”
 
   Placing the backpack on the ground, Jennifer peeked inside the purse, “Not good. Her cell phone is here, in her purse. We won’t be able to track Tiffany by her phone.”  She opened the phone to look for recent calls. “She hasn’t made any calls since yesterday.”
 
   Blake sat down next to Lance and said, “Let’s start from the beginning.”
 
   After listening to Lance’s story, Jennifer asked, “How well do you know Tiffany? Is she someone who would leave because she wasn’t having a good time?”
 
   Lance leaned forward, put his head in his hands with his elbows braced on his knees. “I don’t know her very well at all. This was pretty much a first date.”
 
   “How did you meet her?”
 
   Lane scrubbed his hands over his face. “She’s in one of my classes. We started talking about our mutual interest in camping a couple of weeks ago. I invited her to join me this weekend.”
 
   “Well, if she’s an avid camper, she may know her way around the park. Maybe she decided to hike a trail?”  Jennifer offered.
 
   Lance shook his head. “No, that’s the thing. I don’t think she was honest about her camping abilities. She didn’t even know how to set up the tent.”
 
   Jennifer focused on a long, red scratch on Lance’s arm. “How did you get that scratch?”
 
   “Got it while I was looking for wood for our fire. I didn’t see the low hanging branch before it cut the hell out of my arm.”
 
   Jennifer gave him a skeptical glance and said, “Lance, we need to take you back to the station to get an official statement. You’ll need to be photographed, and with your permission, we’d like to get a DNA sample. Do you have anyone you want to call to meet you there?”
 
   ***
 
   Just like taking candy from a baby, capturing this bitch was that easy. Talk about being in the right place at the right time. Too bad, so sad for her. He’d gotten her out of the park in record time. Still unconscious, she lay naked strapped on his wooden kitchen table, her arms and legs restrained by duct tape.
 
   Worrying he’d given her too much tranquilizer; he tapped her arm with his fingers. It had been over an hour. She should have come to by now. He checked her pulse and found it to be a little slow, but that was to be expected. He moved to the living room and threw a couple of logs onto the fire in his fireplace. Sitting in his recliner, his mind wandered to Jennifer Brennan. What he wouldn’t have given to see her face when she discovered Catherine Thomas’ cell phone lying on her dining room table. He chuckled aloud. He bet that sight sent her heartbeat racing, that is, if the icy bitch had a heart. Leaving the phone was payback for the tongue-lashing she’d given him at Deer Run State Park the day Catherine’s body was found. Finding the cell phone must have caused quite a stir, he decided, judging from the number of deputy and crime scene tech vehicles at her house later when he drove by. Amusing. He wasn’t through with Jennifer Brennan. 
 
   He rubbed his hands together, not from the cold, but from the excitement. The cops were probably combing Rocky Cliff State Park at this very moment, looking for the bitch duct-taped to his kitchen table, but he was confident they’d find nothing. He snickered to himself. He couldn’t wait to see the morning news anchor reporting his prey missing.
 
   He’d checked the weather report this time. Rain was predicted before the end of the week. He didn’t want to be saddled with the bitch he’d captured tonight as long as he was with Catherine Thomas. 
 
   Hearing a muffled scream, he rushed into the kitchen. His prey was awake. Let the fun begin.  
 
   ***
 
   If there was anything that Jennifer dreaded, it was delivering bad news to parents. Okay, it wasn’t the delivery part; it was their reaction to it. There’s no positive spin for the message, “Your daughter is missing.”
 
   Blake parked the SUV outside the residence of Vic and Sasha Chase, who lived outside Rockville on a three-acre estate in a gated community. A maid answered the door, and after a glimpse of their badges, quickly summoned Tiffany’s mother.
 
   A pretty, dark-haired woman in her forties came to the door, a flash of apprehension in her eyes. “I’m Sasha Chase. How can I help you?”
 
   Jennifer spoke first, “I’m Jennifer Brennan and this is Blake Stone. We’re with the sheriff’s office. May we talk to you inside?”
 
   Fear raced across the woman’s face, and she crossed her arms across her body protectively. “Yes, of course, come in. We can talk in the living room.”  She motioned for them to follow her. “Mandy, please bring some coffee.”
 
   The living room was a study in white, white walls, drapes and fireplace. Several large oil modernistic paintings provided splashes of bold color in red, royal blue and black. Jennifer and Blake sat down on a red sofa in front of the fireplace while Sasha sat in an armchair near them.
 
   The maid who answered the door appeared with a tray of coffee mugs, cream, sugar, and a hot pot of coffee that she laid down on the black coffee table before she rushed out of the room.
 
   “Mrs. Chase...” Jennifer began softly.
 
   “Please call me Sasha. Mrs. Chase is my mother-in-law.”
 
   “Sasha, we’re here to talk to you about Tiffany.”  
 
   Sasha gasped as her hand flew to her chest. “Oh, my God! Has something happened to Tiffany?”
 
   “Tiffany was reported missing from Rocky Cliff State Park last night.”
 
   “What in the world was she doing there?”  The mother seemed incredulous.
 
   “It appears she was camping.”
 
   Sasha sighed with relief. “You have the wrong Tiffany. You couldn’t pay my Tiffany to camp.”
 
   “Mrs. Chase...” Jennifer began.
 
   Sasha held up her hand. “No, I’m serious. If you looked up ‘spoiled princess’ in the dictionary, you’d find Tiffany’s photo. She’s an only child and her daddy and I have always pampered her. Tiffany is the last person on earth who would be camping. You have the wrong girl.”
 
   Jennifer pulled out a small pink leather Coach purse in a plastic bag from behind her and showed it to Sasha. “Does this purse belong to Tiffany?”
 
   Instant tears appeared in Sasha’s eyes. “I bought the bag for her for Christmas. Was her driver’s license inside?”  Reality slammed into her and she choked back a sob.
 
   Blake nodded. “Last night between eleven and midnight, Tiffany left the campsite to use the public restroom facility a short distance away. She hasn’t been seen since. The police were called at one-thirty this morning, and have been searching the area for her ever since.”
 
   “I can’t believe it,” Sasha said, but the terror in her eyes revealed she did. “Who was she with? There is no way she would have been at that park alone.”
 
   “She was camping with a young man who attends ISU with her by the name of Lance Brody. Is that name familiar to you?”
 
   “What? Lance who? Tiffany is engaged to Evan Hendricks. Why was she with this Lance boy?”
 
   Jennifer jotted Evan’s name down in her notebook. “Do you know where we can find Evan?”
 
   “He’s the youth minister at the Methodist Church in town.”
 
   Blake nodded toward a photo of Tiffany on the fireplace mantel. “May we borrow that photo?”
 
   “Yes, anything you need.”
 
   “Does Tiffany have a computer?” asked Blake.
 
   Sasha nodded. “Yes, she has it with her on campus.”  She began sobbing, rocking back and forth in her chair. 
 
   “May we borrow the laptop? There may some information on it that will help us find her.”
 
   “Yes, of course.”
 
   “Is there anyone we can call for you? Anything we can do?”  Blake asked as he and Jennifer stood, ready to leave.
 
   She wiped the tears from her face with her hands. “Yes. You can find my daughter and bring her home to me!”
 
   ***
 
   Jennifer backed the SUV out of the driveway, while Blake opened his laptop to get into Tiffany’s bank and credit card information.
 
   “That poor woman was devastated,” Jennifer said. “Now I know what my parents went through when I was missing.”
 
   Blake glanced at her and said, “I’d never known your dad to be anything but calm and controlled until the day he called to ask me if I would take the dive team to Monroe Lake to look for your car. I could literally hear the fear in his voice.”
 
   “It kind of makes you want to not have kids. How can you ever hope to protect them twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week?”
 
   “Not me. I want kids someday. I want to be the kind of parent to them that my parents never were for me.”
 
   Jennifer looked at him thoughtfully and said, “C’mon, Blake, I’m sure your parents love you.”
 
   “Not unselfishly, like your parents care about you. I felt more like a bargaining chip during their divorce,” Blake said, as he pulled up Tiffany’s VISA information. “No luck. Tiffany hasn’t used her bank or VISA card in the last forty-eight hours.”
 
   “Are you thinking what I’m thinking? I mean, we’ve got another girl who is taken from a state park. Maybe that’s his M.O.”
 
   “We need to talk to the boyfriend first. But am I thinking Tiffany may have been taken by the same guy who abducted and killed Catherine Thomas? Yeah, that’s what I’m thinking. If we’re right, we don’t have much time to catch him. He kept Catherine for five days before he killed her.”
 
   Blake put in a call to Lane requesting a deputy get Tiffany’s laptop at the ISU campus.
 
   “Let’s talk to the boyfriend, Evan Hendricks. Maybe Evan found out Tiffany was hot for another guy and didn’t like it.”
 
   ***
 
   As soon as he heard Julie back the car out of the garage, Fred Thomas moved into the living room, sat in his favorite chair and grabbed the remote to flick the television on.
 
   Ever since his heart bypass surgery, Julie had been treating him like a ninety-nine-year-old invalid and he was over it. Damn it, he wasn’t even in his fifties yet. He was sick of the bland food and tired of Julie walking on eggshells around him. Julie had even gone so far as to choose what television programs he could watch. So what if the doctor told her to not let him get overexcited? What good is life if you can’t make your own damn choices?
 
   He flipped channels until he came to the local news. The weather guy predicted rain tomorrow or the next day. Fred was holding the remote, ready to change the channel when suddenly an anchor appeared with a news bulletin. “Tiffany Chase, an ISU student, went missing from a campsite in Rocky Creek State Park.”  
 
   Perspiration beaded his forehead and his heart jumped to his throat. Another missing girl? Just like his Catherine, another girl had gone missing! 
 
   Fred wondered if Tiffany Chase had been abducted by the same man who killed his daughter. He prayed to God that the police found her before she had the same fate as Catherine. Fred knew what Tiffany’s parents were going through and he was sorry for them. But at the same time, he was angry. The damn cops still hadn’t found his daughter’s murderer, and with this girl missing, they’d take their focus off Catherine and place it on Tiffany.
 
   He pulled out his cell phone and called Detective Stone. Getting his voicemail, Fred left a message, “What the fuck are you doing to find my daughter’s killer?” 
 
   Fred focused back on the television where the news was now being broadcast live from the state park. Searchers were seen scouring the woods and campgrounds looking for clues for the whereabouts of Tiffany Chase. A photo of the girl appeared along with a phone number for people to call if they’d seen her. Fred remembered the day he and Julie had pleaded on television for the same information about Catherine. No one called. He’d never felt so lost and helpless in his life.
 
   Fear and anger knotted so tightly inside him that his chest began to ache. He flipped to CSN, Crime Story Network, and listened as Grace Cohn discussed the efforts being used to find a missing child in Tennessee. Fred listened as Cohn debated with a local sheriff on whether or not he was using all the resources he had to find the missing child. The next scene was Cohn’s interview with the missing child’s parents, where she promised she would use all of her broadcasting resources to find their child. A ticker tape at the bottom of the screen listed a phone number for Grace Cohn. Fred reached again for his cell phone.
 
   Later, Fred leaned back in his chair, staring at Catherine’s framed photo on the wall. “I haven’t forgotten you, honey. Your daddy will never give up the search for your killer. I’ll find him, Catherine. Even if it’s with the last breath I take, I promise I’ll make him pay.”
 
   ***
 
   Jennifer pulled into the parking lot next to the red-bricked church where Evan Hendricks worked as the youth minister. She’d called him earlier to make an appointment to talk with him in his office. As instructed, she and Blake entered by using a side door. They walked down a short hall to Evan’s office, where he was waiting for them.
 
   Evan stood to greet them when they entered his small office. His eyes were reddened and he was obviously upset. They’d barely sat down in his guest chairs before he asked, “Are you here to ask about Tiffany?”
 
   “Yes,” answered Jennifer. “I apologize that you had to hear about her disappearance from the news media.”
 
   Evan shook his head. “It doesn’t matter. How can I help you find her?”
 
   “When’s the last time you saw Tiffany?” asked Jennifer.
 
   “Last weekend. She helped me with the Red Cross charity event. We saw a movie that night.”
 
   “So how did she seem? Did she seem happy?”  
 
   “Of course, she seemed happy,” he answered abruptly. “We’ve dated for a long time. We’re engaged. She’s very happy. Why do you ask?”  He averted his eyes from her as he answered, letting Jennifer know he was not being truthful. She began to doubt the pretty picture he was painting about his relationship with the missing girl.
 
   “I ask because she was camping with a guy she met in one of her classes at college.”  Jennifer paused for a second then added, “Since you were close, you probably already knew that though.”
 
   Evan shot her a hostile glare, then put a damper on his emotions. He cleared his throat then answered softly, “No, I did not know of her plans last night.”
 
   “Now I have to ask this, Evan. Where were you last night between ten and midnight?”  Jennifer watched his body language carefully to determine if he would tell her the truth.
 
   “I was home reading my Bible, thinking about my sermon for this Sunday.”  Again, he didn’t meet her eyes when he answered. 
 
   Jennifer stared at him for a long moment, then asked, “Do you have anyone who can verify that?”
 
   “I was home alone,” answered Evan, gritting the words between his teeth.
 
   Blake had been listening as he studied Evan’s office and noticed there were no pictures of the missing girl. There were plenty of photos of Evan hiking and camping, and one trophy for running a marathon. He picked up one of the photos and held it up. “I see you like to hike and camp, Evan. I do, too. Where are some good spots around here?”
 
   “My parents have a cabin at Bear Lake, so I like to go there. Of course, we’re lucky we have two state parks in the area. I go to those, too.”
 
   “Is that right? What about Rocky Cliff State Park? I hear some of the trails there are pretty rugged.”
 
   “Yes, that’s right.”
 
   “What about Tiffany? Did she like going camping with you?”
 
   “Actually, Tiffany and I have never gone camping. Camping was not her thing.”  Evan shifted uncomfortably in his chair.
 
   “You know that’s the second time we’ve heard that. Yet, there she was out camping with Lance Brody last night. Odd.”
 
   Evan’s face reddened and a muscle clenched along his jaw. “If you have no further questions, I have a meeting with a parishioner in five minutes.”
 
   “No further questions right now,” answered Blake as he stood. “But, Evan, like they say in the movies, don’t leave town. We may have some additional questions that only you can answer.”
 
   ***
 
   Jennifer and Blake didn’t speak until they were in the vehicle. Jennifer said, “He’s got no alibi and he tried to hide how angry he was that she was with another guy.”
 
   “When I referred to Tiffany camping with Lance, I thought the guy was going to jump out of his chair.”  Blake opened his laptop and typed up some notes.
 
   “Anger issues, anyone?”  
 
   “No kidding,” Blake said. “Did you notice that there were no photos of Tiffany in his office? I mean if you’re engaged to someone for two years, you would have photos, right?”
 
   “For some reason his name is familiar, but I don’t know why.”  Jennifer pulled out Catherine Thomas’s file folder that was tucked next to her car seat. She thumbed through the file until she pulled out a piece of paper. “Here’s the list of Catherine’s friends, and look who’s number ten.”
 
   “Evan Hendricks. So there is a connection between this guy and both Tiffany and Catherine. Let’s call in for surveillance on him.”
 
   Jennifer’s cell phone signaled a text had arrived. Soon Blake’s did the same. Lane’s message was simple. Come back to the office ASAP to meet with the sheriff and him about the Tiffany Chase case. 
 
   ***
 
   They were a couple of blocks from the sheriff’s office when they noticed a large group of people, some carrying signs, gathered in the front lawn. 
 
   “What the hell?” asked Blake.
 
   A woman with a baby carried a sign that read, “Your daughter could be next.”  Other signs blasted the police for not finding the missing girl and Catherine Thomas’s killer. The group chanted, “Sheriff Brennan, what’s going on?” 
 
   Jennifer pulled into a side street that led to the back entrance of the building. A deputy was waiting at the door for them. He ushered them in and told them their meeting was in the conference room near Lane’s office. 
 
   When they entered the room, Lane and Tim were standing near the window facing the front of the building watching the crowd below. Both men joined Jennifer and Blake at the conference table.
 
   Tim looked at the group at the table, his expression reflected a war of emotions he struggled to hide. “I’m going to talk to that crowd in a few minutes. I’m hoping you’ve learned something I can tell them about Tiffany Chase’s disappearance.”
 
   Jennifer began. “Here’s what we know. Last night between eleven and midnight, Tiffany went missing near the restroom facility at the Rocky Cliff State Park camping area. There were tire prints of an ATV pulling a cart on the service road nearby. We followed it and discovered one of the park’s ATV and carts had been stolen. The perp emptied trash cans to avoid suspicion. He disabled Tiffany somehow and probably hid her body under the black garbage bags,” she said.
 
   Blake continued the review. “Then, he parks the ATV and cart back at the maintenance building, where he originally stole them. He then transports her body to his own vehicle, about 100 feet away in the parking lot,” Blake said, as he tiredly ran his fingers through his hair. “We have no description of him or his vehicle. The campers were the only people inside the park. No one noticed a man emptying trash cans, nor did anyone venture to the parking lot that late at night...”  
 
   Lane interrupted. “What about her cell phone? Did you contact the phone company? Do you need a warrant?”
 
   “Tiffany’s cell phone was in her purse so we can’t track her that way.”  Jennifer responded. 
 
   “Damn it!”  Tim pounded the table angrily with his fists. “Do you think this is the same son of a bitch who killed Catherine Thomas?”
 
   Blake spoke up. “We can’t be one hundred percent certain. We interviewed the guy Tiffany was engaged to — Evan Hendricks. A couple of his responses were obvious lies. He has no alibi for last night. There may be a connection between Evan and Catherine. We’ve got him under surveillance.”
 
   “What about the kid she was with? Lance Brody?” asked Tim.
 
   “Took his official statement, photographed his body for suspicious injuries, and took his DNA sample. He’s being very cooperative. Seems genuinely concerned about Tiffany. The fiancé has more motive to harm Tiffany than Lance does.”  Blake glanced at Jennifer who nodded in agreement.
 
   Tim stood up and peered out the window. “Press conference time. I’m going to ask for the community’s help to find this girl.”  He picked up a file folder and a photo of Tiffany Chase from the table, then said, “Don’t hesitate to ask if you need any additional resources to find this girl or Catherine’s killer.”  With that, he left the room.
 
   ***
 
   Blake and Jennifer took statements from friends of both Catherine and Tiffany until nightfall, and sleep deprivation set in. They picked up some take out from a local Italian restaurant and headed to Jennifer’s house.
 
   Pulling up to her driveway, they waved at Steve Brooks, the deputy assigned to surveillance for the night. As they opened the front door, they both drew their weapons and prepared to search the house. Deputy outside or not, they were dealing with a clever killer and were not taking any chances.
 
   “I’ll take the upstairs,” said Blake as he headed toward the staircase.
 
   Jennifer cleared the living room, dining room and kitchen, and was certain no one had been in these rooms in their absence. She couldn’t remember when she was more tired or hungry. Returning to the small table near her front door, she retrieved the food bags and returned to the kitchen. Pulling out eating utensils and plates, she set the table in the dining room. Taking off his suit jacket and rolling up his shirt sleeves, Blake entered the kitchen and washed his hands at the sink. He pulled out a bottle of Chianti, grabbed two wine glasses out of the cabinet, and joined Jennifer at the dining room table. After he opened the bottle, he poured wine in their glasses, and held out Jennifer’s chair as she sat down. Then he filled their plates.
 
   “This ravioli looks melt-in-your-mouth amazing. How did you know about this restaurant?”  Jennifer asked Blake.
 
   “Seriously? What kind of an Italian would I be if I didn’t know where the best Italian food was cooked?”  He grinned as he pulled apart the garlic bread and placed a slice on each of their plates. 
 
   They dug in and were quiet the rest of the meal, until Jennifer asked, “There’s a Lady Gaga concert on TV in thirty minutes. Want to watch it?” 
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “Great, that gives me time to take a shower, then join you in the living room.”   Jennifer bounded up the stairs and before long, Blake could hear the shower running.
 
   He cleared the table, putting the dirty dishes in the kitchen, trying not to imagine what it would be like to join Jennifer in her shower, washing every inch of her sexy body with soap. Working days with her and sleeping at her house on the sofa was playing havoc with his libido. He remembered their only kiss like it had happened an hour before. Beneath her serious work suit was a passionate woman who he wanted more than anything. 
 
   It was more than lust, Blake decided. It was her intelligence, warmth and drive that drew him to her, and made him want to spend more time with her. He wanted her in his life. Period. 
 
   Going to the living room, he sat on the sofa, pulled out the remote and searched for the concert in the online program guide. He selected the right channel and leaned back. It had been a long, long day.
 
   Jennifer walked into the room, smelling of fresh lilac and wearing a pale pink cami under a pink cardigan with a pair of faded jeans. He’d never seen her wear pink before, and the color suited her. Truth be known, the lilac scent and the outfit turned him on in a big way. He’d never seen her expose so much glowing skin and he ached to touch her.
 
   ***
 
   Jennifer glanced at the television. “Is that the right channel?”
 
   “Yeah, I checked. It starts in five minutes.”
 
   For a second, she eyed the easy chair, then the sofa where Blake sat, then decided on the sofa and sat down next to him. He was a big man who filled the space on the sofa, forcing them to sit so close she could feel the warmth of his body as their legs touched. As Blake stretched his arm behind her on the back of the sofa, the closeness of his body felt so good that if she were a cat, she would be purring. Her heart hammered as she felt a heat coursing through her veins. Jennifer settled back, enjoying the feel of Blake’s arm around her, his body so close and warm. She cuddled closer and closed her eyes.
 
   ***
 
   Thirty minutes into the concert, Blake asked Jennifer if she’d like more wine. When she didn’t answer, he pulled away to look down at her. She was fast asleep so he helped her stretch out, arranged some pillows under her head, then took the quilted throw from the chair and covered her. He sat on the easy chair, watching her sleep. Her facial bones were delicately carved, her mouth full and kissable. She seemed so peaceful, her soft features almost angelic.
 
   Blake turned off the television and the lights. As his eyes adjusted to the darkened room, he could see slivers of light from the street lamp streak across the room. He pulled his jacket across his chest for warmth and leaned back in the easy chair with his feet propped on the ottoman.
 
   ***
 
   Jennifer had the dream again — the one where she was locked in a basement room with windows too high to reach. But this time, she was able to wake herself up before she cried out in terror. Inhaling deeply, Jennifer opened her eyes and was surprised to find she was not in her bedroom. She was lying on the sofa and nearby on the easy chair was Blake, sound asleep. For a moment, she stared with longing at him, listening to the rhythm of his breathing. Finally, wrapping the quilt around her, she rose from the sofa, stopping at his chair to kiss him lightly on the lips before heading upstairs to her room. His eyes fluttered open and he said, “Jennifer?”
 
   His arms reached out to her and in one motion, she was settling into his lap with his heavy arms wrapped snugly around her. Laying her head on his chest, she relaxed and thought, “If you only knew how much I want you, Blake.”
 
   Blake’s body stiffened as he asked, “What did you say?”
 
   Her hand flew to her mouth as she gasped. Did she say that out loud? She sat up and looked into his eyes, and the smoldering flame she saw there startled her. Blake pulled her hand away from her mouth and hungrily claimed her lips, sending spirals of ecstasy through her. His lips were hard and searching, and she kissed him back with a hunger that surprised her.  Jennifer threw her arms around his neck, burying her hands in his thick hair. 
 
   Blake crushed her against his body as if he could not get her close enough. He whispered, his hot breath against her ear, “Baby, I want you so much it hurts.”  
 
   She responded with soft butterfly kisses along his jawline until she reached his mouth. She then kissed him fully, savoring every moment. 
 
   As he placed a tantalizing kiss in the hollow of her neck, Jennifer moaned and glided her hands beneath his shirt so she could feel the hard muscles there. Swiftly, she began unbuttoning his shirt. She couldn’t wait another second to feel his body against hers. Reaching the last button, she pulled his shirt open and trailed kisses down his chest. She raised her head and pulled off her cardigan sweater, throwing it on the floor. Blake pulled at her cami until he lifted it over her head then crushed her bare breasts to his chest. His body temperature seemed to spike, and the heat coming off him set her already hot blood to boiling.
 
   Suddenly Jennifer was off the chair, lifted into the cradle of his strong arms, and he was carrying her up the stairs to her bedroom. She held on tight, licking and sucking his earlobes until he groaned. Gently, Blake eased her down onto her bed.
 
   “Are you sure about this, Jennifer?”
 
   “Very,” she breathlessly responded.
 
   Blake pulled off her faded jeans and panties and threw them on the floor, then removed his own clothing until he was standing naked before her. He reached into his jeans pocket and put something on her nightstand.
 
   Joining her on the bed, he gently outlined the circle of her breasts with his hand. His tongue tantalized her nipples, which had swollen to their fullest. His hand seared a path down her middle and onto her thigh, the gentle massage sending currents of desire through her. Blake kissed his way down her body, skimming either side of her with his hands. Then he cupped her, and Jennifer gasped as a bolt of lust shot through her body like a bullet. Her body ignited as his magic, gentle fingers stroked her, sending waves of ecstasy throbbing through her body until she shattered into a million glowing stars.
 
   Blake moved on top of her, bracing himself with his elbows, as her breasts crushed against the hardness of his chest. She loved the delicious weight of him and wrapped her arms around his neck until he claimed her lips again, his tongue tangling with hers. His kiss deepened until his tongue plunged in and out simulating what another part of his body would soon do — until she arched against him.
 
   “Please, Blake, now,” she begged. She’d never wanted anyone like she wanted this man.
 
   He reached over her to the bed stand; she then heard the ripping of foil as he covered himself. Passion pounded the blood through her heart, chest, and head as he pushed inside her. She gasped at the force of it. He pulled out and drove inside her again and again.
 
   She rocked against him and he picked up the perfect rhythm that bound their bodies together. He pushed into her in a hot, slick dance she wished would never end, flesh against flesh, man against woman. The heat rippled under her skin as the pressure built and built until she exploded with erotic pleasure. Moments later, he gave a powerful thrust and groaned her name as he found his own release.
 
   ***
 
   Blake rolled over, taking Jennifer with him, planting her head on his chest where she could hear his heart beat erratically. She lay panting, her chest heaving while his hands absently stroked her back. He wanted to tell her so many things, like how he’d wanted her since the first time he saw her at the boat ramp five years ago at Monroe Lake. Blake wanted to tell her he was crazy about her. He stopped himself. It was too much information too soon.
 
   They lay quietly as peace and contentment flowed between them. After a long moment, Jennifer lifted her head to gaze at him and whispered, “You know this is impossible.”
 
   Blake rolled over until he was on top of her, braced on his elbows, his dark, eyes burning into hers. “It sure didn’t feel impossible to me. I think we need to make love one more time, and then we’ll discuss what’s impossible.”[bookmark: _Toc336869033]
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Six
 
   
In the morning, down in the living room, Blake pulled a package of special roasted coffee out of his briefcase, retrieved the morning paper from the front porch, and then headed for the kitchen, where he pulled out two cannolis he’d purchased with the takeout the night before. He loaded up the coffee filter with fresh grinds then filled the pot with water. Flipping the switch, he pulled two mugs from the cabinet — along with a tray — and thought about the night before.
 
   The gorgeous blonde sleeping upstairs had almost worn him out. He wouldn’t have believed that was possible. And Blake wouldn’t have believed it if he hadn’t experienced a sexual explosion like never before. Jennifer made him insanely hot. And staying away from her was not going to happen.
 
   Blake poured steamy coffee into both mugs, placed them on the tray along with the cannolis, and headed for the stairs with the newspaper under his arm. In her bedroom, he quietly placed the mugs on the bed stand, pulled back the sheets and slipped back into bed. Jennifer was sleeping on her side toward the window, her hair fanned across the pillow. He planted a soft kiss on her shoulder.
 
   Jennifer stirred, yawned, and stretched and rolled over. She looked beyond him to her alarm clock. “It’s five o’clock. You get up at five o’clock?”
 
   Wordlessly, he handed her a mug of coffee and watched her until she propped herself up on one elbow and took her first sip. “Oh, my God. This coffee couldn’t have come from my kitchen.”
 
   “You like?”
 
   “Oh, yes, I like.”
 
   “I bought a bag last night when I picked up the Italian take out. I have another surprise for you too. Cannolis.”  He pointed to the wrapped desserts on the table next to him.
 
   She smiled and kissed him on the shoulder as she wrapped the sheet around her naked body to sit up next to him. Jennifer glanced at the rolled newspaper on his lap, and sipped her coffee again. Delicious. She could get used to this — drinking amazing coffee while curled up next to the hottest man she’d ever seen, let alone slept with.
 
   “I’ve been getting up an hour earlier than I need to so I can have coffee and read the paper before I start my day.”
 
   “Not a bad habit.”  She whispered.
 
   He opened up the paper and took out the sports section to read first. Jennifer finished off her coffee and laid the mug on the bed stand. She gazed at Blake for a moment, her eyebrows arching mischievously, then peeled off the sheet and got on his lap, straddling him. Hot waves of pleasure heated her thighs as she found the hard bulge beneath his boxer shorts. She moved sensuously against it.
 
   Jennifer ripped the paper out of his hands and threw it across the room. A flash of humor crossed Blake’s face, as his large hands gripped her ass and pulled her closer. 
 
   “I’m hungry, aren’t you?” Jennifer asked as she unwrapped a cannoli. She pulled out the tube-shaped fried pastry dough filled with creamy filling, dipping her finger in the center until it was coated with the sugary mixture. Then she lightly ran her finger across Blake’s lower lip. Jennifer bent her head to lick the rich dessert from his lips, then she was kissing him and he was kissing her back with a hunger that had nothing to do with cannolis. His mouth felt hard, hot, and tasted faintly like coffee. Yes, she was pretty sure she could get used to waking up this way every morning.
 
   ***
 
   Much, much later, after they showered, Blake waited downstairs for Jennifer to finish dressing. He read a text from Lane that instructed him to turn on the television to the local news.
 
   Blake lifted the remote and turned on the television, flipping channels until he found the local news. The station was broadcasting live from Rocky Cliff State Park. A male announcer stood next to Evan Hendricks, a large crowd of people behind them. Blake turned up the volume.
 
   “Broadcasting live, I am standing next to Evan Hendricks, the fiancé of Tiffany Chase, the young woman who is missing. Evan, is there something you want to tell our audience?”  
 
   Jennifer entered the room and Blake nodded toward the television.
 
   “As Tiffany’s fiancé, I want to make sure that everything is being done that can be to find her. With the help of a group of parishioners, I organized this search today of Rocky Cliff State Park where Tiffany was last seen. We have about thirty people here to cover every inch of the park, hiking every trail. Tiffany, if you’re watching this, I just want you to know that I’m going to find you, honey. It’s just a matter of time.”
 
   Blake turned off the television and said, “Do you believe that?”
 
   Jennifer shook her head. “That little jerk is giving the impression that he had to step in because law enforcement wasn’t doing enough to find Tiffany. That is so not true.”
 
   “Is he trying to make the police look bad or make himself look innocent?”
 
   ***
 
   Outside a sense of heaviness hung in the air. Streaked clouds of gray suggested a spring rain might be coming. Thick, early morning fog made it difficult to see as Jennifer and Blake drove to the Sugar Creek Cafe to ask the waitresses if any of them knew Evan. If there was a connection between Evan Hendricks and Catherine Thomas, they had to find it. 
 
   When they entered the cafe, the live broadcast of the search of Rocky Cliff State Park was on every flat-screen television in the place. She saw a booth open in Brianna Hayden’s area, so she led Blake in that direction.
 
   As they slid into a booth near a window, Jennifer sensed they were being watched. People had made no secret they were unhappy that Catherine’s killer had not been caught, and Tiffany’s disappearance just fueled the fire. 
 
   Jennifer waved at Brianna, who was watching the television and had not seen them.
 
   Brianna handed them a couple of menus and filled their cups with coffee. “Do you two know what you want this morning?”
 
   Jennifer ordered scrambled eggs and bacon. Blake said, “I’ll have the same. What we’d really like is a few minutes to talk to you. Think your boss will let you take a quick break?”
 
   “It’s going to have to be a very short break. We’re busy this morning. Let me turn in your orders and I’ll ask him.”
 
   A short time later, she returned, sliding in next to Jennifer. “We’ve been watching the search on TV all morning. It’s a shame about that Tiffany girl going missing.”
 
   “We think so too, Brianna,” Jennifer began. “Do you know Evan Hendricks?”
 
   “Sure, I’ve known him for several years.”  Brianna brushed her bangs out of her face.
 
   “Did Evan know Catherine Thomas?”
 
   She glanced at Jennifer as if her question was the dumbest one she’d ever heard. “Of course, Evan knew Catherine. The two dated for at least a year. But that was before she met Nicholas. Between you and me, I thought Catherine and Evan would get married, but once she met Nicholas, she broke up with Evan. That was that.”
 
   Jennifer shot a glance at Blake who nodded, before she asked her next question. “Do you know Evan well?”
 
   “Yes, my parents, my little girl and I attend his church. He’s the youth minister so we don’t hear his sermon, but we talk to him every Sunday. Truth be told, I wouldn’t mind dating him. But I hear he’s engaged to that girl that’s missing.”
 
   A great clap of thunder boomed through the restaurant, so loud it shook the windows. It wasn’t long before the wind bent the trees outside and rain slicked down the windows.
 
   Brianna squirmed uncomfortably as she looked back at the kitchen area. “Your order is ready. I’ll be right back.”
 
   She returned with two plates of scrambled eggs, bacon and some biscuits still hot from the oven. “Listen, if you don’t have any more questions, I really need to get back to work.”
 
   “Of course. Good to see you, Brianna,” said Jennifer. She turned to Blake, “Gee, why didn’t Evan mention that he used to date Catherine?”  Jennifer wondered aloud.
 
   “We need to pull up his financials and phone records to determine his whereabouts the day Catherine and Tiffany went missing. His alibi, “home alone reading the Bible,” is crap if there are no witnesses, phone calls or something to back it up. If we can get a warrant, I also wouldn’t mind looking at his computer. But right now, I don’t think we have enough solid evidence to get one granted. Even so, Evan Hendricks just jumped to the top of my suspect list,” said Blake.
 
   “Mine, too,” she agreed.
 
   ***
 
   From Jennifer’s seat, she could see Lane enter the cafe. The wind caught the door, letting the rain rush in soaking the floor before he could pull it shut. A waitress ran out with a mop, as Lane tugged his yellow rain slicker off and hung it on the coat rack.  He spotted Jennifer and Blake and headed toward their booth. He slid in beside her.
 
   “Glad you two are here,” Lane said as he grabbed a menu. Brianna arrived with hot coffee, took his order and rushed back to the kitchen.
 
   Blake turned to make sure Brianna was not within hearing distance, then said, “We’re interviewing the waitresses about Evan Hendricks to see if there is a connection between Evan and Catherine Thomas and we just hit pay dirt.”
 
   “No shit?”  Lane’s eyebrows rose inquiringly.
 
   “Catherine and Evan dated and she broke up with him when she met Nicholas,” Jennifer offered.
 
   “Sounds like Evan has some more questions to answer.”   Lane’s cell phone sounded and he glanced at the display. “Got to take this. Hope that area over there has better reception. I sure don’t want to take the call outside in this weather.”  He headed toward the coat rack.
 
   Jennifer, chewing on a piece of bacon, noticed Blake steal a biscuit from her plate. He sliced it in two, like he did before, smothered it with apple butter and placed one slice on her plate and the other on his. Then he caught her eye and grinned. The act seemed intimate and touched her heart. If they had been anywhere else, she would have kissed him.
 
   Jennifer glanced at the television. The local news was being broadcast, but now with a weather warning about strong wind and rain on the ticker tape that ran at the bottom of the screen.
 
   Lane returned, “You are not going to believe this.”  He took a gulp of his coffee then continued, “That search that Evan Hendricks organized out at Rocky Cliff State Park has turned into a clusterfuck of monumental proportions.”
 
   “What happened?”
 
   “What didn’t? First of all, he recruits a search and rescue team of thirty people. About fifteen of the thirty are some of his senior parishioners who haven’t hiked a trail in forty years! The other fifteen are teenagers, ages ranging from fifteen to seventeen, who have no business being on a search team.”
 
   “Did anything....”  
 
   Lane interrupted, “That idiot, Evan Hendricks, sent all of those people onto the trails, rugged or not, without any of the basic search tools like flashlights, walkie-talkies, maps, water, just to name a few. No one knows which searchers have cell phones, not that they’re going to be that helpful because there are widespread areas of the park where there’s no reception.
 
   “Someone called nine-one-one because Emma Jo Smith, who is eighty-freaking-years-old, slipped and rolled down a hill near Inspiration Point, landing on a tree root and breaking her hip. Emma Jo weighs over 200 pounds. The EMTs had a helluva time getting her out of the park to the ambulance in the parking lot. Once they got to the hospital, her son, Jack, arrived, exploded and threatened to kick the reverend’s ass, or at the least sue him.”
 
   Jennifer had never seen Lane so angry. Most of the diners in the cafe seemed focused on him. She placed her hand on Lane’s, “You might want to lower your voice; people can hear you.”  
 
   Lane ignored her and continued, “The organizer of this mess, Evan Hendricks is out somewhere in the park and no one can locate him. There’s no command post. Even if there was a command post, none of the searchers have walkie-talkies to communicate back to the post anyway.
 
   Brianna arrived with Lane’s breakfast. “I’m sorry, but would you please put that in a to-go box,” Lane asked. I’ll have to take it with me.”
 
   “No problem,” she said.
 
   Lane drained his mug of coffee. Shaking his head with disgust, he said, “I can’t believe that no one took into consideration that overtired, hungry or physically exhausted search volunteers are not only liable to miss important clues, but they could also endanger themselves or other volunteers if they are too tired to continue searching, or find themselves alone and unable to get back or call for help.”
 
   “Unbelievable,” Blake said as he shook his head.
 
   “There’s no way to keep track of anyone, so the six deputies I sent out there will probably still be out there looking until tomorrow morning for searchers who haven’t returned to their cars. Keep in mind, these six deputies could be out searching for the missing girl, Tiffany Chase.
 
   “What bothers me the most is that no one bothered to contact law enforcement, because if they had, we would have told them that we’d already searched that park with a fine-tooth comb. This whole thing is so fucking needless.”  With that, he slapped a twenty on the table, grabbed the box of food from Brianna, and left.
 
   Jennifer and Blake worked in their respective offices the rest of the morning and periodically checked the break room television for news about the search effort calamity.
 
   Scanning Evan Hendricks’ bank records on her computer screen, Jennifer noticed that on the day that Catherine disappeared, Evan had used his VISA to pay for a delivery of flowers. She made a note to contact the florist to find out to whom he sent flowers. The rest of the purchases made through VISA or his back account were innocuous actions like buying groceries or gas for his car. Nothing else stood out as suspicious for the entire week of Catherine’s disappearance.
 
   On the day Tiffany went missing, Evan had used his cell phone to make five calls to Tiffany. He couldn’t have been very happy that his calls to his fiancé went unanswered. Later that afternoon, Evan made a call to Allison Wade, and then no calls were made the rest of the evening. So Evan’s alibi was still unsubstantiated.
 
   On the day of Tiffany’s disappearance, the cell tower report revealed that most of Evan’s cell phone calls were made in the vicinity of his church. There were two exceptions. One was a call he made to Allison Wade, which pinged the cell tower closest to his home, five miles away from the church. The other was a call made at eleven o’clock that night to Tiffany; the closest cell tower pinged was the one near Rocky Cliff State Park. “Bingo,” Jennifer whispered as she leaped from her chair to tell Blake.
 
   Blake, holding his cell to his ear, glanced up to see Jennifer and winked when he caught her eye. He finished his call and said, “You look as if you’ve discovered something.”
 
   “You could say that. Evan Hendricks made a call on his cell phone at eleven o’clock the night Tiffany disappeared. The cell tower pinged was the one near Rocky Cliff State Park.”
 
   “What a coincidence,” Blake muttered sarcastically. “Didn’t the good reverend say he was at home all night reading his Bible?”
 
   Blake’s office phone rang. It was Lane. Blake tapped the speaker button.
 
   “A hiker with a dog just found Tiffany’s body in Shawnee Canyon on trail number eight in Rocky Cliff State Park. It’s still a fucking mess out here. The rain hasn’t stopped and there are five searchers unaccounted for. Don’t come out here without proper gear and dress. I’m setting up a command post. Stop there first for walkie-talkies and other supplies you may need.”  Lane ended the call and Blake slammed the receiver down. 
 
   “Jennifer, I need to go to my condo first for my hiking gear, then we’ll hit your house before we go to the park.” 
 
   “No need,” Jennifer said. “I put my gear in your SUV the day they made us partners. I don’t like surprises.” 
 
   ***
 
   Jennifer sat in the passenger seat, lacing up her hiking boots as Blake drove toward Rocky Cliff State Park. The rain slapped against the glass as the wipers struggled to keep the windshield clear. Closer to the park, there were cars pulled over to wait out the storm. Jennifer and Blake didn’t have that luxury.
 
   Jennifer wrapped her arms around herself and thought about Tiffany Chase. She bit her lower lip and blinked to prevent the pooling tears in her eyes from falling. If only they could have found her sooner. 
 
   Blake pulled into the park and flashed his badge at the deputy and conservation officer at the gate house. 
 
   “Blake Stone? Sgt. Hansen wants you to stop at the command post before you go to the crime scene. We set up at the picnic shelter near the trail entrance.”  The deputy pointed to far end of the parking lot where emergency vehicle flashing lights could be seen through the curtain of rain.
 
   Blake parked the SUV. Jennifer threw on her yellow slicker along with her backpack filled with supplies, and jumped out of the vehicle. Rain hammered against her face as she buttoned up the front of the slicker and pulled up its hood to cover her head. She felt Blake walking next to her as she pushed against the wind toward the picnic shelter.
 
   They found Lane giving instructions to a small group of deputies. When he saw Blake and Jennifer, he broke away. “The park service loaned us a couple of ATVs. They’re over there.”  Lane pulled out a map of the park. “I highlighted the service road that runs near Trail #8. It stops near Sugar Creek. Then you’ll have to hike the rest of the way to the crime scene, which is about a quarter of a mile away. The crime scene techs are already there and Doc Meade and his team are on their way.”
 
   The ATVs plunged through the muddy service road as they made their way to the swinging bridge that crossed Sugar Creek. Below them was a deep canyon nestled on both sides by sandstone cliffs. Jennifer held on tight as she and Blake trekked across the swinging bridge. Each time the bridge moved, her stomach clenched tight. On the other side, they followed the trail through the wooded thicket as the rain continued to pour. 
 
   Jennifer’s mind was working overtime. How did the killer carry a body through this mess? Even if he had an ATV, he had to hike the remaining quarter mile, just like they were now. The terrain wasn’t as rough as it was along Sugar Creek, but it was no cake walk, especially if one was carrying the dead weight of a body.
 
   Jennifer heard voices and knew they were close to the crime scene. Following the bend of the trail, they came to a clearing where she saw crime scene tech, Karen Katz, taking photographs of the nude body of Tiffany Chase. Jennifer and Blake inched closer but stayed on the outside of the yellow tape that circled the perimeter of the crime scene. 
 
   Tiffany’s body was posed as Catherine’s had been, with her arms bent, her hands pressed into a prayer position. Jennifer felt sick and swallowed hard. Blake squeezed her hand. She dared not look at him. The thought of being surrounded by his strong arms was too tempting.
 
   Jennifer circled the body until she could bend to clearly see Tiffany’s neck, which had the same deep grooved ligature marks and bruising as Catherine’s. Jennifer shivered, more from the visual of the killer straddling this young girl from behind as he choked the life out of her, than the chill caused by the rain that was still falling. If this was the work of Evan Hendricks, she would make him pay. That Tiffany’s body was posed as if in prayer did not escape Jennifer. Is this the youth minister’s way of communicating something about the girls?
 
   Doc Meade arrived with two assistants. He immediately had the assistants roll Tiffany over on her side. “Damn it,” he mumbled. “That sick son of a bitch has done it again. Look at these lacerations. He tortured this poor girl, just like he did Catherine Thomas.”
 
   ***
 
   Jennifer and Blake returned to the command post to talk to Lane. He was standing next to the sheriff, deep in a conversation Jennifer could not hear. Her father’s fisted hands told her how angry he was.
 
   “We still have two missing searchers,” Lane said as they approached. “Have no clue which trail they took so the deputies are hiking each one until they find them.”
 
   Tim cut in, “What’s your take on the crime scene?”
 
   Blake began with an accounting of Tiffany’s injuries, “It appears she was tortured and killed in the same manner as Catherine Thomas. There are deep ligature marks around her neck and lacerations across her buttocks and thighs. She was probably tortured before he killed her and dumped her here.”
 
   Repulsed, Tim shook his head. “I want to review the map of Deer Run State Park to see where the service road is in respect to where we found Catherine’s body. If that’s how he abducted Tiffany and got her out of the park, I don’t doubt he’s done it before.”    
 
   “I’ll bet my next paycheck it’s close, and that there is an ATV and cart involved. Although, how could we prove it? The roads that day were as wet and muddy as they are today,” offered Lane.
 
   Jennifer said, “Once again, this is not the primary crime scene. He did not kill Tiffany or Catherine in the parks. Where is he taking them? He has to have a house or cabin in this general vicinity between both parks.”
 
   Lane reached for his cell phone, “I think it’s time our deputies did a house-to-house to ask questions and report anything or anyone that looks suspicious.”
 
   ***
 
   Tiffany’s autopsy the next day bore no new revelations. The cause of death was strangulation with a ligature, most likely a leather belt. Her hyoid bone was broken and there was residue of duct tape on her mouth, wrists and ankles where she had been restrained. Her body had been scrubbed with bath soap and household bleach. Like Catherine, Tiffany had been raped, and the killer had used a condom to prevent DNA analysis of his semen.
 
   Later, as Jennifer prepared interview questions for Evan Hendricks, she got a text from Blake for her to meet him in the break room. When she entered the room, both Lane and Blake were looking at the television. On the screen was Evan Hendricks being interviewed by Grace Cohn of CSN, Crime Story Network.
 
   “Just what we need,” Jennifer said with a sigh. Grace Cohn was a nationally known crime commenter and television host known for her outbursts and often vicious treatment of guests on her program. She often bashed efforts made by law enforcement to solve crimes. 
 
   “Mr. Hendricks, please tell us who you are in relation to the murdered girl, Tiffany Chase?”  Grace Cohn asked Evan, who appeared to be sitting in his desk chair at his small office in the church.
 
   “Ms. Cohn, Tiffany and I were engaged,” Evan began, wiping at his eyes with a tissue.
 
   “Tears? Are you kidding me?” asked Blake as Jennifer rolled her eyes.
 
   “Just yesterday,” Evan stated. “I organized a search to find her.”
 
   “Yeah, Evan, let’s talk about the search from hell. I’ve got a couple of things to add to that discussion,” said Lane.
 
   Grace Cohn let Evan get out a couple more sentences before she interrupted him. “What I want to know, Evan, is why you organized a search.”
 
   “The local law enforcement did not appear to be giving Tiffany’s disappearance the focus it needed. She should have been found before she was murdered.”
 
   “That son of a bitch!” exclaimed Tim as he entered the room and stood next to Jennifer. 
 
   “Let’s talk about you, Evan,” Grace Cohn began. “My producer tells me Tiffany had gone camping with another man the night she disappeared. If you were engaged to her, that must have made you pretty angry.”
 
   Evan looked at someone adjacent to the camera with confusion, then back at the camera, “I didn’t find out until much later that Tiffany was camping with someone else.”
 
   Cohn smirked and said, “Well, I know if I found out my fiancé was with someone else, I’d be hopping mad.” 
 
   Evan’s face visibly reddened and a muscle twitched at his jaw. “I told you I didn’t know about it until after she disappeared.”
 
   Cohn didn’t skip a beat. “By the way, where were you the night Tiffany Chase disappeared? Maybe you can answer that question after the commercial break.”
 
   The camera shot back to Grace Cohn. “For our viewing audience,” Cohn began. “We were unable to get anyone from the county sheriff’s office to respond to our calls. If the law enforcement agencies that are assigned the Tiffany Chase murder would please call in, we would like to hear their explanations about this investigation. Our telephone number is listed at the bottom of your screen.”
 
   “When hell freezes over,” said Tim as he left for his office.
 
   A commercial soon appeared and Lane turned to Jennifer and Blake, “Are you two ready to interview this prick?”
 
   “We’re headed to his house now.”
 
   ***
 
   Wordlessly, Fred and Julie Thomas focused on Grace Cohn’s interview with Evan Hendricks until the commercial break.
 
   “Why does that guy look so familiar?” asked Fred.
 
   “Honey, Catherine dated Evan before she met Nicholas. Don’t you remember him coming to the house to talk to her? He was very upset that she broke up with him. He thought they were getting married.”
 
   Fred froze. Evan Hendricks was engaged to Tiffany Chase who was abducted and murdered much like his Catherine. Until Julie had brought it up, he had not remembered Evan dating Catherine, it was so long ago. But one thing that was clear was that Evan had had a relationship with both murder victims. This was way too coincidental. How likely was it? In Fred’s mind, it was only too clear now that Evan murdered both young women. He’d made a promise to Catherine and he intended to keep it.
 
   “Julie, I just remembered that I’m out of my heart medicine,” Fred said as calmly as he could. “Would you please run to the drug store and get the prescription refilled?”
 
   “Sure, honey. Let me put on some lipstick and get my purse.”
 
   He waited for her by the door that led to the garage. As she approached him with her purse slung over her shoulder, he grabbed her and kissed her hard. “I love you, Julie. Always remember that.”
 
   As soon as Fred heard the car pull out of the driveway, he went to his bedroom closet and pulled out his rifle, Smith & Wesson pistol, and a black duffle bag. Then he pulled out his laptop to look up Evan's adddress.
 
   Fred raced to Evan’s house. When he arrived, he noticed a news van parked in front, so he drove down the street, did a U-turn, and then parked under a huge oak tree a block away to watch the house.
 
   ***
 
   When Blake and Jennifer pulled up outside Evan Hendricks’ home, a white news van with the Crime Story Network logo on the side was parked outside. A man was loading up camera equipment into the back while a female reporter talked to Evan on his porch. 
 
   Blake and Jennifer waited in their SUV for the conversation to wrap up. They got out of the vehicle when they saw the reporter get into the van.
 
   Evan spotted them walking up his sidewalk and slammed the front door in their faces. Blake pounded on the door. “Evan, open up. We need to talk to you.”
 
   Evan flung open the door and glared at them with burning, reproachful eyes. “I know what you’re doing. You’re getting a lot of pressure to solve Tiffany’s disappearance and murder so you think you’re going to pin it on me. Well, you’re wrong!”
 
   “Evan, we just want to talk to you. That’s all. There’s no reason for you to be so upset,” Jennifer said as she inched closer to the door.
 
   The news van hadn’t moved and both occupants were listening to the conversation on the porch.
 
   Jennifer didn’t see Evan’s fist until it slammed into her cheekbone, sending her stumbling backward until she fell off the porch, pounding her head painfully onto the hard ground. Starbursts appeared behind her eyelids before she blacked out.
 
   Fred Thomas witnessed the assault, started his car, then sped past the house. He knew where they would be taking Evan Hendricks, and he wanted to be there first.
 
   Blake grabbed Evan’s thumb, bending back his wrist until Evan screamed with pain. He then jerked Evan’s arm behind his back and dropped him to the porch floor. “Evan Hendricks, you are under arrest for assaulting a police officer. You have the right to remain silent... “ 
 
   As his Miranda rights were stated, Blake shoved his knee into Evan’s back to hold him in place while he grabbed his handcuffs from his back pocket. Once he had each wrist cuffed, he jumped off the porch and helped Jennifer to her feet.
 
   “Honey, are you okay?”  Blake lifted her chin to check her injuries. A raw abrasion streaked across her cheek, her right eye was swelling shut and blood dripped from her nose. 
 
   Jennifer clenched her jaw as pain radiated across her face and she wiped the blood from her nose with the back of her hand. She fought the waves of nausea that ensued. Her legs felt wobbly so she leaned on Blake for support.
 
   “I’m fine. Just pissed he got the drop on me.” 
 
   With his arm around her waist, Blake helped her to the SUV and into the passenger seat. “Give me a minute to get the asshole into the back seat. Then I’ll find the first aid kit.”
 
   Camera mounted on his shoulder, the man from CSN filmed as the female reporter talked in low tones into a microphone. They followed Blake back to the porch.
 
   Blake jerked Evan Hendricks to his feet then led him to the SUV where he locked him in the back seat. Once in the driver seat, he pulled a small first aid kit from the glove box. Opening the kit, he took out some alcohol pads, ointment and some Band-Aids.
 
   “Jennifer, let me see your face.”
 
   She leaned toward him, saw the alcohol pads and moved back. “That alcohol is going to sting.”
 
   “Honey, come here. I have to clean out your cuts or you’ll get an infection.”
 
   Jennifer grimaced but leaned back toward him. He gently cleaned each cut, and then applied some antibiotic ointment. Jennifer drew the line when it came to putting Band-Aids on her face, so he put them away.
 
   Suddenly, Blake put his hand at the back of her neck, pulled her close and kissed her gently on the lips.
 
   “Oh, why don’t you two get a room?”  Evan said.
 
   “Shut up!” Blake and Jennifer shouted in unison. 
 
   Once they were on the road, Blake looked in the rear-view mirror and saw the CSN news van behind them. Great. Just great. He called ahead to let Lane know they were bringing Evan Hendricks in, as well as a reporter from Crime Story Network.
 
   ***
 
   By the time Fred Thomas reached town, it was past six o’clock and the bank and stores were closed, which suited his purposes just fine. He parked in the back parking lot of the Glory Days Hotel. He walked to the front of the building, entered the lobby and asked for a room on the third floor facing the street. After he received his room key card, he headed back outside through the rear exit to his car for his things.
 
   Settling in his room, he opened the drapes and stepped out onto the balcony to take in his perfect view of the front entrance to the sheriff’s building. He sat on a plastic chair at a small table for a moment, waiting for his heart rate to slow. Once it did, he went back inside and pulled out his loaded rifle. He pulled a soft cloth from inside the case, and polished the gun as he sat on the balcony.
 
   Fred remembered the day Catherine was born. She was the prettiest baby he’d ever seen, with rosy cheeks and a cloud of brown hair. He’d handed out cigars to anyone in the hospital who would take one. Fred had loved watching her grow up:  coaching her through her first home run, teaching her to fish until she caught one, watching her as she entered the living room all dressed up for her first prom. She was close to Julie, but Catherine had always been a daddy’s girl. 
 
   He had never let her down. And he wasn’t about to start now.
 
   ***
 
   Blake drove into town, relieved that things seemed quiet. As he got closer to the sheriff’s building, he was grateful there wasn’t a crowd on the front lawn, with people chanting and holding signs. He pulled the SUV in front of the building, got out with Jennifer, and prepared to get Evan Hendricks out of the vehicle, ignoring the white CSN van parking behind them.
 
   Evan refused to get out. Blake yanked him out by his arm and pressed him against the SUV as Evan struggled to get his balance. Jennifer came around the other side to take one of Evan’s arm to walk him in while Blake took the other.
 
   Blake noticed the appearance of the CSN cameraman and shouted, “Get back in your van.”
 
   The cameraman stopped momentarily but followed them with his camera as he filmed, now with the female reporter at his side.
 
   A deputy appeared at the front glass-door and waited for them. They were about five feet from the door when a shot rang out and Evan Hendricks’ body slumped heavily to the ground, dragging Jennifer and Blake down with him. Blake whipped his Glock out of his holster and looked toward the direction of the shot, but saw only the orange setting sun reflected in the old hotel’s windows. 
 
   The cameraman shoved the reporter to the ground and dived on top of her to protect her with his body.
 
   Another shot blasted through the air and the back of Evan’s head blew off, showering Jennifer with his blood. Blake checked Evan’s pulse. He was dead. Blake thought Jennifer had also been shot. Staying low to the ground, he dragged her toward the building to the deputy who helped them inside. Blake picked Jennifer up and sat in a chair in the lobby, cradling her body with his arms. He wiped blood from her face and looked into her dilated eyes. She was in shock.
 
   “It came from the hotel!” The deputy shouted. “Third floor, last room!”
 
   “Get the EMTs here, stat!” barked Blake to the deputy as he lay Jennifer on a sofa. “Don’t leave her for a second.” 
 
   Blake joined Tim and Lane as they ran to the door with AK-47 rifles with scopes to cover the four deputies who ran into the Glory Days Hotel. A shot sounded from within the hotel. 
 
   Blake raced across the street and into the hotel. He took the stairs two at a time until he reached the third floor. At the end of the hall, the deputies kicked in the door of the last room facing the street. Blake waited until they cleared the room, then entered.
 
   Fred Thomas was stretched across a bed, still holding the pistol that enabled him to take his own life. The rifle he used to kill Evan Hendricks lay across a small table on the balcony.
 
   Blake opened an envelope lying on the bed, which was addressed to Julie, and pulled out the note inside.
 
   Julie, I want you to know how much I love you and that this had nothing to do with you. I made a promise to myself and to Catherine to take the life of the killer who took hers. I’ve kept the promise. I don’t want to live in a world without Catherine. I’m sorry.[bookmark: _Toc336869034]
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Seven
 
 
   Banned to the emergency room waiting area, Blake got up to pace again. The nurses wouldn’t let him stay with Jennifer while the doctor examined her. He wanted to stay with her. No, it was more than that. Blake needed to be with her. This waiting and not knowing if anything was wrong was the worst kind of torture. Twenty minutes had already passed and he, Lane and Tim had heard nothing. He glanced at the other two men. Tim was talking quietly on his cell phone while Lane hovered over his laptop. 
 
   Blake walked to the end of the room and stood before a wide window that overlooked the hospital parking lot. What if something was seriously wrong with Jennifer? When Evan Hendricks hit her, she’d tumbled off the porch, slamming to the ground. How hard had she hit her head? Jennifer said she was fine, but he should have realized her injuries were worse than she admitted. If anyone knew how stoic Jennifer was, he did. Should he have gotten her medical care then, before he brought Evan to the sheriff’s office? 
 
   Blake’s mind drifted back to the shooting and replayed the scene in slow motion. Who in the hell would have guessed that Fred Thomas would flip out and shoot Evan Hendricks? How did Fred even know they were bringing Evan to the sheriff’s office? He had to have been watching Evan’s house. And if he was, why hadn’t Blake seen him?
 
   If he’d had any inkling of what Fred planned to do, he would have called ahead for back-up and delivered Evan to the back entrance of the building. He’d been such a fucking easy target from Fred’s room at the hotel. Blake raked his fingers through his hair. His stomach clenched as he visualized Jennifer covered with Evan’s blood, as she lay next to his lifeless body. Christ. Could he have prevented this clusterfuck?
 
   Blake heard a woman’s voice, turned, and noticed Frankie enter the waiting room, along with Jennifer’s mother, Megan. Turning back to the window, he let their husbands explain what had happened. He didn’t feel like talking to anyone, unless it was to Jennifer’s doctor. All he wanted to hear was that she was going to be fine, and then he wanted to take her in his arms and never let her go.
 
   Blake began pacing again. He couldn’t just sit still and think about it. He had to do something. He checked his watch. Ten minutes had flown by and he realized they’d heard nothing about Jennifer for thirty minutes. Blake rushed out of the room, down the hall to the nurses’ station and cornered the first nurse he saw.
 
   “Any news about Jennifer Brennan’s condition?”
 
   “I’m sorry. I can’t give out any information about her unless you’re family. Are you?”
 
   “Yes, I will be soon enough. I’m her fiancé,” he lied. 
 
   The nurse eyed him skeptically, then said, “The doctor’s with her now. He should be out with some news soon. Just be patient and wait.”   
 
   Blake returned to the waiting area, nearly colliding with Frankie, who looked as apprehensive as he felt.
 
   “How is she? Did you learn anything?”  
 
   Rubbing the back of his neck, Blake shook his head. “Not really. The doctor’s with her and we should hear something soon.”
 
   Frankie returned to her chair next to Lane, who pulled her to him, gently kissing her cheek. Megan and Tim were huddled together talking quietly. 
 
   Blake walked back to the window, looking out but not really seeing anything. He remembered the first time he and Jennifer had made love. As he lay with Jennifer’s head on his chest, his arm at her waist, holding her close, he’d vowed to never let her go. He couldn’t lose her. Not now. Not ever.
 
   An E.R. doctor in green scrubs with an aluminum clipboard tucked under his arm entered the waiting room and asked for Jennifer Brennan’s family. Blake couldn’t get to the man fast enough as the group huddled around him.
 
   “The blow to Jennifer’s head when she fell from the porch caused a concussion,” the doctor began. “She has the typical symptoms:  headache, nausea and dizziness. I think she’ll be fine as long as she gets some rest the next couple of days. I gave her a mild sedative and Jennifer is resting now, but she’s asking for Blake.”
 
   He stepped forward, ignoring the curious glances of the others. “I’m Blake.”
 
   “You can go in, but only stay for ten minutes, then the rest of you can visit her. But don’t stay too long, she needs her rest. I want to keep her here for the night. We’ll see how she’s doing in the morning before I decide whether or not to release her.”
 
   ***
 
   Jennifer’s eyes were closed when Blake entered the room. He sat quietly in the chair next to her bed and held her hand, weaving his fingers between hers. Except for the dark purple bruising splashed across her cheek, she looked pale, even against the starched white of the sheets. Kissing her hand, Blake watched as her dark eyes opened and a weak smile stretched across her face.
 
   “Hi, Blake,” she whispered. 
 
   He moved to the side of the bed, sat down next to her and pulled her in his arms. “You really gave me a scare, honey.”  
 
   “Oh, I’m fine. You know you can’t always believe what doctors tell you.”
 
   “Don’t even start. He’s prescribing rest for a couple of days, and I’m the guy who’s going to make sure you do it.”  Blake kissed her, his large hand at the back of her head, gently holding her in place.
 
   “How am I supposed to think clearly to debate with you kissing me like that?”
 
   “That’s the goal. I’ll keep kissing you until you promise me that you’ll take it easy for a couple of days.”  Blake ran his thumb along her jaw line where even darker bruising had set in. 
 
   Jennifer flinched, and said, “I can’t lie around doing nothing. Not going to happen. What if Evan is innocent? If Evan didn’t kill those girls, there’s a killer out there abducting and killing young women. I don’t think he’ll stop with two.” 
 
   “Okay,” Blake sighed. “Let’s agree to discuss it later. How’s that?”  Yeah, they would discuss it, and then he would make sure she rested. 
 
   “Guess it will have to do.”  She pulled him by his shirt and kissed him fully on the lips. “Your kisses could be therapeutic.”  
 
   “Your mom, dad, Frankie and Lane are waiting to see you. Plus, you’re supposed to be resting, so I’ll come back in a couple of hours.”  Blake pulled her close, gently kissing her until she wrapped her arms around his neck to pull him closer for more. He reluctantly broke off the kiss and left the room.
 
   ***
 
   Frankie, Lane, Megan and Tim filed into Jennifer’s room to find tears streaming down her face as she focused on the television. A film of Evan’s shooting was being featured on Grace Cohn’s program on CSN.
 
   As soon as Tim realized what she was watching, he grabbed the remote control from Jennifer’s bed and flipped off the television.
 
   “Dad, is Evan dead?” asked Jennifer as her mother moved beside her to squeeze her hand.
 
   “Yes. There was nothing anyone could do for him.”  Tim hated to give her the news, but he refused to lie to her.
 
   “How are we going to know whether or not he killed Catherine and Tiffany?”  
 
   “I’ve got a team at his office and home right now looking for evidence.”
 
   Frankie moved behind Jennifer to fluff her pillow. “Okay, that’s enough crime talk. Remember the doc said our girl needs her rest.”  
 
   “Yeah, and along those lines,” added Lane. “Don’t count on coming in to work for a couple of days. Enjoy some time off.”
 
   “Take the time off, Jennifer.”  Frankie hugged her, then headed for the door with Lane. “We need to go now to pick up Ashley. She had a play date with Melissa and Michael Brandt Jr. today. I’ll call you tomorrow morning to see how you’re doing. Get some sleep, okay?”
 
   Megan glanced at Tim, then hugged Jennifer, too. “Your father has that look he has when he wants to talk to you alone. I’ll see you tomorrow, sweetheart. Get some rest.”
 
   Before Megan left, she pointed at her husband, “You, I’ll see at home.”  She kissed him and then left the room.
 
   “Okay, Dad, what’s up?” Jennifer began. “Mom’s right, you’ve got that look.”
 
   Tim ran his fingers through his hair and moved closer to her bed. “Is there any chance you’ll agree to be taken off this case?”
 
   Jennifer shot him a glare. “Absolutely not. Please, Dad, don’t take me off the case!”
 
   “Okay, don’t get upset. I had to ask,” Tim began as he sat down. “I’m a dad who hates it when his girl gets hurt.”
 
   “I know, Dad. But I’m a trained professional. Evan got the drop on me. I won’t let it happen again.”
 
   Tim nodded and pulled her hand into his and held it tight. A long moment passed before he asked, “Is there anything you want to tell me about you and Blake?”
 
   Tensing, she asked, “What are you talking about?”
 
   “I watched him pace for an hour in the waiting room before they let us see you. He was sick with worry. Blake’s feelings for you go way beyond that of a partner. What about you, Jennifer? What do you feel for Blake?”
 
   Jennifer looked down at her hand held by her father, their fingers intertwined. This was dangerous territory. He was her sheriff as well as her father. He could insist she be assigned a new partner and the thought of being away from Blake was more painful than her injuries. The only time she’d ever lied to her father was five years ago when she tried to hide her pregnancy from him. Jennifer had been in college and the thought of disappointing him had terrified her. The lie had led to her abduction and the stress had nearly killed her parents. 
 
   Jennifer couldn’t lie to him again. “Dad, I think I’m in love with Blake.”
 
   ***
 
   Blake and Lane were waiting for Tim when he left Jennifer’s room.
 
   “We need to talk about the case,” said Lane as Tim nodded in agreement. “Let’s get a table at the Pizza King. We can talk while we eat.”
 
   Tim arrived at the Pizza King first, ordered a large sausage and mushroom pizza and then waited for Lane and Blake to arrive. He tried to absorb that his daughter was in love with one of his detectives. His first response was relief. It had been five years since she’d broken it off with that idiot Paul Vance. Tim was beginning to think his daughter was filled with so much distrust for men that she’d never allow herself to get close to a man again. Within the last thirty minutes, all that had changed big-time.
 
   Jennifer was in love with Blake Stone. Tim found he wasn’t all that upset about the pairing. Blake was a good man. Early on when Blake had joined the department, Tim had his doubts about him. He was good-looking and buff and had the female deputies panting for him like he was a rock star. Tim’s fear was he’d become a player and would lose focus on the job. That didn’t happen. Blake kept his personal life private, and his analytical skills and single-mindedness had helped his department solve some important cases. Tim trusted him enough to assign him to protect his daughter because he had no doubt Blake would lay down his life for her — without hesitation.
 
   Jennifer was in love with Blake, but how did Blake feel about her? At the hospital, Blake seemed genuinely concerned that Jennifer had been hurt. More than concerned — the guy was crazy with worry. But did that mean he loved her? Tim had no idea what he would do if Blake Stone hurt his little girl, but he knew it wouldn’t be good.
 
   Lane and Blake joined him at the table just as the waitress delivered three cold bottles of Coors. 
 
   “Good choice on the brews, boss,” said Lane as he took a gulp. “Stress makes me hungry. Did you order?”
 
   “Large sausage and mushroom.”
 
   “Excellent.”
 
   Tim looked long and hard at Blake, who was peeling the paper from his beer bottle and seemed distracted. “Blake, I talked to Karen Katz on the way over here. So far they haven’t found anything in Evan’s office or home that could link him to the murders.”  
 
   His jaw clenched, Blake just looked at the sheriff.
 
   “So tell me again, what do you have on Evan Hendricks?” Tim asked.
 
   “He was engaged to Tiffany Chase and it’s unlikely he was too happy she was doing some overnight camping with another guy.”
 
   “Do you have a witness who can collaborate he knew they were camping together and he was angry?”
 
   “No, sir,” Blake admitted.
 
   “That information wouldn’t have helped your case without a witness. What else do you have?”
 
   “We were bringing him in to discuss his relationship with Catherine Thomas. A witness told us Evan was angry when she dumped him for Nicholas Connor a couple of years ago.”  Blake paused for a second as he searched his memory, then continued. “He didn’t say a word about Catherine when we questioned him before. We thought he was hiding the connection between Catherine and him.”
 
   “Anything else?”
 
   “He had no alibi for the night Tiffany Chase went missing. In addition, his cell phone pinged at the tower near Rocky Cliff State Park around the same time we estimate she was abducted.”
 
   ***
 
   Ripping the price tag off the new blue scrubs he wore, he took the stairs up to the fourth floor instead of the elevator. Too many people rode the elevator. No witnesses were the best witnesses. When he’d called earlier, pretending to be a relative of Jennifer Brennan, a nurse had given him her room number. Finally reaching the fourth floor, he slowly opened the door and stepped into the hall. Jennifer was in Room 410, just past the waiting room. He was within six feet from her room, when Sheriff Tim Brennan stepped out. Startled, he dove into a patient room that luckily was empty.
 
   Waiting until the sheriff walked by, he composed himself and strode to Jennifer’s room, closing the door behind him. He stood over her as she slept, confident that even if she awoke, Jennifer would not recognize him in scrubs, with a fake mustache and black-rimmed glasses. 
 
   He brushed Jennifer’s hair away from her cheek so he could see her injuries. They weren’t as bad as he’d liked. Too bad. He’d seen the CSN video several times when Jennifer fell off Evan Hendricks’ porch in slow motion after he slugged her. She was a lucky bitch. Anyone else would have broken an arm or at least a wrist, but not this one. In the next CSN video, there’s Jennifer in the midst of chaos as Fred Thomas takes his best shot and blows Evan Hendricks away. It was more exciting than some of the scenes in his favorite Quentin Tarantino movies. He’d remembered cheering in front of his television.
 
   All in all, he’d had a damn good week. He’d whisked Tiffany Chase out of the park without even one witness, had his fun with her at his cabin, and then — miracle of all miracles — it rains! And it was a toad-strangler. He’d gotten Tiffany to her final resting place when the sky opened up and rain gushed down her body like a river dam had broken, efficiently washing away any trace evidence that might have been left after her bath and bleaching.
 
   Then the week got even better when he’d learned that Evan Hendricks was the person of interest for both Tiffany’s and Catherine’s murder. He almost chuckled aloud at the thought. The police actually thought that Evan Hendricks was responsible for the brilliant abductions and murders he’d achieved. They couldn’t be serious. And that TV bitch Grace Cohn couldn’t shut her trap about how Evan lived in the community as a quiet youth minister when in reality he could be a sociopathic serial killer. Seriously? Did people really think that Evan Hendricks had the brainpower to plan abductions and no-evidence murders? It was fucking ridiculous. He’d honed his skills for years.
 
   He stared at Jennifer Brennan as he fingered the hypodermic needle he had in his pocket. He was in a quandary here — the idea too last-minute. He’d wanted her dead since the day at Deer Run State Park when she’d screamed at him. The days when he’d stand still for being humiliated in public ended with the death of his mother. Jennifer Brennan needed to die, but was this the right time and place?
 
    Since the hunting and securing of his prey were always well-planned, the immediacy of this idea was unnerving because it was too impulsive and risky. Was he slipping? Was he at the point where he had no control over his urges? He reviewed his options.
 
   If he disabled her with the drug, Plan A was to wheel her out of the room on a gurney, get her to a stairwell, carry her down the stairs fireman-style, then use the wheelchair he’d stashed near the first floor stairway door to whisk her to his vehicle. There were a lot of things that could go wrong with Plan A. Now that he thought about it, it was one of the dumbest plans he’d ever had. Plan B was a lot less risky, but definitely not as much fun because the strategy was simply killing her with an overdose. One injection and good-bye Jennifer Brennan.
 
   ***
 
   Blake couldn’t shake the voice at back of his brain that was telling him something was off. Call it his gut instinct or intuition, whatever it was, it was now screaming at him that something was very wrong. He raced back to the hospital and plunged into the first parking space in the lot. Sprinting into the lobby, he flashed his badge at the security guard and darted toward the elevator.  
 
   On the fourth floor, it was too quiet, as if all the patients slept simultaneously. No chatter from a hospital room television or from patients’ guests broke the silence. Christ, it was only nine at night. The hallway was devoid of people except for a nurse in pink-print scrubs at the nurses’ station, who was glued to her computer screen and didn’t seem to notice Blake as he passed by.
 
   When Blake reached Jennifer’s room, the door was closed and he quietly opened it so he didn’t disturb her if she was sleeping. Inside, a tall, dark-haired man in scrubs bent over Jennifer. Blake cleared his throat, obviously startling him because he jumped and whipped around to face him. Blake checked his name tag — “Barry.”
 
   “Hey,” said Blake. “Didn’t mean to scare you, Barry. How’s she doing?”
 
   “Good,” Barry mumbled, as he peeled off his latex gloves and slipped them in his pocket. “Just taking her pulse. It’s fine. Nothing to worry about.”  He brushed past Blake and hurriedly left the room, closing the door behind him.
 
   The tingling at the back of Blake’s brain turned into a throbbing, earsplitting declaration, telling him something was off with the male nurse. But what? Blake’s mind did an instant-replay, starting from the moment he entered the room. Why did the man say he was taking Jennifer’s pulse? His hands were near her neck not her wrist. He ripped open the door and stepped into the hallway, his right hand resting on his gun. Seeing Barry, he headed down the hall to follow him. 
 
   Blake eyeballed him from head-to-toe, noting that Barry was wearing hiking boots. What kind of a nurse, or doctor for that matter, wears hiking boots to work? Just as Blake started to run toward him, the man glanced back at him and picked up speed. Not stopping at the nurses’ station as Blake predicted, the guy made a beeline for the stairwell door. Suddenly Barry blasted through the heavy door, slamming it against the wall, then flew down the stairs. He was already at the third-floor landing when Blake entered the stairwell, racing down the stairs by taking the steps two-at-a-time. By the time Blake reached the third floor, he heard the second floor stairwell door open, then close.
 
   Blake raced down the stairs to the second floor and charged into the hallway. The second floor was as quiet as the fourth floor when he’d entered earlier. No one was in the hall. Drawing his gun, he held it at his side as he peeked into each patient room looking for Barry. There was no sign of the man in the blue scrubs.
 
   Blake yanked out his cell to call hospital security. He provided a description of Barry, then gave orders to search for him and to detain him if he tried to leave the hospital. 
 
   He briefed Lane and asked for backup to search the hospital for Barry and to cover Jennifer’s room. He then hurtled back up the stairs to the fourth floor. What if the man in the scrubs had hurt Jennifer? He assumed she was sleeping, but what if she wasn’t?
 
   He raced down the fourth floor hallway until he reached the nurses’ station. He slammed his fist on the counter to get the nurse’s attention. Flashing his badge, he said, “Page a doctor to Jennifer Brennan’s room, then follow me!”
 
   The nurse, her face now flushed with anxiety, asked, “What’s going on?”
 
   “I just found a man dressed in blue scrubs in her room. Do you have a doctor or nurse on duty tonight wearing blue scrubs and hiking boots?”
 
   “Sherry Simpson and I are the only ones working the night shift and I assure you, neither of us would be caught dead wearing hiking boots.”
 
   They reached Jennifer’s room and Blake ushered the nurse through the door. “Check everything to make sure she’s all right.”
 
   The nurse rushed to Jennifer’s side, immediately grasping her wrist to take her pulse. “Pulse is a little slow.”
 
   Something caught her attention, and she moved blanket near Jennifer’s neck. “Oh, my God.”  
 
   Blake moved beside the nurse to see a hypodermic needle hanging precariously from a tiny fold in Jennifer’s neck. The nurse made a movement to remove the needle, and Blake grabbed her hand. “Don’t touch it!”
 
   Blake pulled a pair of latex gloves out of one pocket and a small evidence bag out of the other. Once he donned the gloves, he gently pulled the hypodermic needle out and then held it up to the light to see how much of the liquid inside could have been injected into Jennifer’s body. It looked like three fourths of the drug was still in the hypodermic. They needed to identify what was in the hypodermic and fast. Blake slipped it into the evidence bag and sat on the bed.
 
   “Jennifer, wake up!”  Her body limp, Blake pulled her against his chest, supporting her back with his arm. She began talking, but her speech was so slurred he couldn’t understand what she was saying. 
 
   He looked at the nurse, who was pressing her hand against her chest, her expression wide-eyed and terrified. “Who’s your lab director?”
 
   “Clifford Jones, but he’s gone for the day. Left work hours ago.”
 
   “Where’s he live?”
 
   “Over on Elm Street, near the golf course.”
 
   Pulling out his cell phone again, Blake called dispatch. “Get a deputy over to Clifford Jones’ house on Elm Street near the golf course. He’s the lab director for the hospital and he’s needed in his lab for an emergency. It’s Jennifer Brennan. Tell the deputy to get him here now.” 
 
   Blake glanced at the nurse who was now in a huddle with the E.R. doctor and said, “We need to find out what’s been injected into Jennifer Brennan’s body.”  For a moment, they both stared at him. “Stop standing around and draw some blood or whatever else you need to do!”  
 
   The doctor took action first, focusing on the nurse. “Get the phlebotomy kit and get some blood drawn. Get a urine sample too. Run the samples down to the lab and tell them we need the results stat!”
 
   He then motioned to Blake, “Help me get this bed down to the E.R.”
 
   ***
 
   Hands on his hips, Blake stood with Tim and Lane outside the Emergency Room, each too tense to sit in the waiting room. Finally, the E.R. doctor appeared along with the lab’s director, Clifford Jones.
 
   Jones spoke first. “Jennifer was injected with a small dosage of Rohypnol. Since you’re law enforcement officers, you know that this date rape drug is often used to incapacitate victims with its potent sedative effects.”  
 
   He glanced at Blake. “She’s lucky you walked into her room when you did, because if she had received the full dosage we found in the syringe, she would have overdosed or died.”
 
   Tim spoke to the doctor, “What can you do for her?”
 
   The doctor responded, “To be safe, we’re giving her oxygen because the drug can impact breathing. We’re also treating her with activated charcoal to soak up the drug from her stomach and intestinal tract. I also conducted an examination to confirm whether a sexual assault had taken place. It’s standard hospital practice when we find a woman has been given this drug.”
 
   The men stiffened noticeably.
 
   The doctor shook his head. “No sexual assault.”  He paused for a moment, then continued. “The effects of the drug may last from eight to twelve hours. I predict she will sleep throughout this time, but we will monitor her closely. I’m keeping her down here in the E.R.”
 
   “I’m putting a deputy in a chair next to her bed,” said Lane. “I’m also assigning an officer to work with hospital security to secure all entrances and exits. This was a direct attempt to take out a law enforcement officer, and we’ll pull out all stops to prevent it from happening again.”
 
   The doctor nodded, then said, “By the way, we’ve had to calm Jennifer down a couple of times. Her speech is slurred, but we think she is afraid of being locked in a blue room. Do you know what she’s talking about?”
 
   “I do,” said Tim sadly. “Five years ago she was kidnapped and kept in a basement room lined with sound-proofing foam. It was royal blue.” 
 
   ***
 
   Once a deputy was in place at Jennifer’s bedside, Tim, Lane and Blake gathered to talk confidentially in a corner of the hospital’s dining room.
 
   Tim sipped his hot coffee then asked, “Blake, did you get a good look at the guy in Jennifer’s room?”
 
   Running his fingers through his hair, Blake tried to visualize the man in Jennifer’s room. “He was about six feet tall, brown hair, brown mustache and black-rimmed glasses. The mustache didn’t look right and may have been part of a disguise.”
 
   “Anything else?” asked Tim.
 
   “He wore brown leather hiking boots that looked well-used, like he’d worn them for a long period of time.”
 
   “Why would this guy target Jennifer?” Lane wondered.
 
   “I think he may be the same guy who left Catherine’s cell phone in Jennifer’s house.”  Blake began. “He killed Catherine, and maybe he thinks Jennifer knows something that would connect him to the murders.”
 
   “Guess that leaves Evan off the hook,” said Lane.
 
   “Evan Hendricks no more killed those girls than I won the lottery last week,” said Tim. “We’ve got a serial killer on our hands and he’s still out there planning his next move.”
 
   Looking confused, Lane said, “I thought you had to have three or more murders to determine serial killings.”
 
   “I personally don’t give a damn what the definition is, we’ve got two girls dead, both tortured and murdered the same way by the same offender. We’ve got an organized and intelligent killer who knows enough about forensics to cover his tracks. I’m not waiting until we have a third murder until I call it the way I see it. I’m also not too proud to call out for help. The FBI has resources and experiences with this kind of thing. We need help.”
 
   “I have a direct contact with the FBI who has experience with serial murders,” offered Blake.
 
   “Who is it?”
 
   “My sister, Carly, is a special agent in the Criminal Investigation Division of the FBI division office in Tampa. She’s dealt with serial murders. She’s on leave now. I could ask her to fly here to help us.”
 
   “Why was she put on leave?” asked Tim.
 
   “She’s just coming off a sex trafficking case where her partner was killed.”  Blake explained.
 
   “What happened?”
 
   “The traffickers made Carly’s partner as an agent and beheaded her before Carly and backup got there. Carly discovered her body. Her backup had secured the others, but the leader drew a gun on Carly and she shot him in the face. He died at the scene.”
 
   “But why was she put on leave?”  Lane wondered aloud.
 
   “Carly and her partner had worked together several years and were close. She took her murder hard, so her supervisor put her on leave.”
 
   “Do you think she’ll be up for helping us?”
 
   “The time off is driving her nuts. Carly needs something to do, something that requires her specialized talents. If I ask her, she’ll be on the next flight to Indiana.”
 
   “Ask her.”
 
   ***
 
   Blake relieved the deputy at Jennifer’s bedside and watched her sleep, the clear plastic oxygen mask covering her face. He picked up her hand to kiss it.
 
   “Honey, I am so sorry I left your room,” Blake whispered, his voice cracking. “I was supposed to protect you and I let you down. I promise you I won’t do that again.”
 
   Jennifer whimpered softly in her sleep, so Blake lifted the mask. “No, don’t lock me in the blue room.”  She wrapped her arms protectively around her body. “Don’t hurt my baby.”
 
   “Can you hear me, Jennifer?”
 
   Though she didn’t open her eyes, she nodded fearfully. 
 
   “Honey, I’m here and I promise you that no one is going to lock you anywhere. They won’t get past me. Don’t you worry. Just sleep. Everything’s going to be okay. I’ll be right here.”
 
   ***
 
   Two days later, Blake opened Jennifer’s front door to find a petite woman with a slender build waiting on the porch.
 
   “Hello, my name is Allison Wade. I need to talk to Jennifer.”
 
   “I’m sorry, but Jennifer is resting.”
 
   “Blake, I’m not an invalid. Let Allison in.”  Jennifer called out.
 
   Reluctantly, Blake stood aside and directed Allison to the living room, where Jennifer sat on the sofa. 
 
   “Hi, Allison. Is everything okay? What brings you here?”  Jennifer recognized the woman as the cashier at the 7-Eleven where she filled her car with gas each week. They’d exchanged short friendly conversation for the past year.
 
   Blake headed to the kitchen to make some coffee while the two women talked. 
 
   Allison sat near Jennifer, looking down at her clenched hands as tears streamed down her cheeks. She said, “It’s my fault that Evan Hendricks is dead.”  
 
   Confused, Jennifer responded, “Fred Thomas killed Evan, not you, Allison. Why would you think it was your fault?”
 
   “I didn’t come forward.” She began. “It was more important for me to keep the family secret than to help Evan. It’s just that I thought, he’s innocent, so there’s no way anyone could prove he did anything wrong the night Tiffany was abducted.
 
   “Start from the beginning, Allison.”
 
   “My boy, Danny, got involved in the youth activities that Evan ran at the church. He trusted Evan, and one day after Evan questioned Danny about a new set of bruises on his arms, Danny told him about his father’s drinking. It took a lot of courage for Danny to tell the family secret. We were so ashamed; we didn’t want anyone to know about Wayne’s problem. I feared his employer would find out and he’d lose his job. Then what would happen to us?”  She paused for a long moment, looking out the front window.
 
   “My husband, Wayne, is a good man with an evil addiction to alcohol. When Wayne’s drunk, he becomes a different person — one who is angry and violent. Though he’s been drinking a long time, it’s only been the past year that he hit us. I used to be able to protect Danny by sending him to his room, but the older he gets, the more he wants to protect his mom. He puts himself right in front of me and he bears the bruises to show for it.”
 
   Allison glanced at Jennifer, her brow furrowed. “Danny came home the day he talked to Evan and begged me to meet with the youth minister, too. So we started family counseling. I begged Wayne to go with us, and at first he refused. When he saw how much it meant to Danny, he joined us. 
 
   “Evan talked to us about getting Wayne into rehab. Easy thing for folks with money, but that’s not us. Wayne drives a truck for Holden Dairy, and as you know, I’m a cashier at the 7-Eleven. We make enough for the essentials, but the costs of rehab were beyond our reach. But Evan found a place that would take Wayne and worked out payments based on our income.”  She paused, visibly trembling with intensity.
 
   “Jennifer, that’s what we were discussing the night Tiffany Chase went missing. Danny, Wayne and I were with Evan until after ten that night. Because Wayne had been drinking and I’d just worked two shifts, Evan was worried about us driving home, so he followed us in his car. Evan couldn’t have abducted Tiffany — he was with us. So you see, Fred Thomas may have killed Evan, but it was my fault. If I had come forward sooner, he would have never been considered a suspect.”
 
   ***
 
   From the window, Jennifer stood watching Allison walk to her car; the woman’s shoulders slumped as if the weight of the world rested on them. No matter what Jennifer said, Allison remained convinced she caused Evan’s death. Jennifer felt guilt of her own. She turned to see Blake standing near her.
 
   “Blake, is there anything we could have done differently to prevent Evan’s shooting?”
 
   “I’ve thought a lot about that. In a perfect world, we could have prevented the media from discussing and speculating on Evan’s guilt or innocence, thus preventing Fred Thomas from knowing about Evan’s involvement in the case. Grace Cohn may market her program as informative, but when she uses talking heads to speculate on an active investigation, she seriously jeopardizes the case and puts viewers, like Fred Thomas, at great risk.”
 
   “But what would our country be without freedom of speech?”
 
   “It’s a question of professional ethics,” Blake said, glancing at Jennifer, and noticing the dark circles under her eyes. “Honey, sit on the sofa or go upstairs for a nap. The doctor told you to rest.”
 
   “I’ll take a nap upstairs if you take one with me.”  Jennifer’s eyes glittered mischievously.
 
   “Not a good idea. We both know if I go up there with you, we won’t be napping.” 
 
   “Okay, you’re right. I am a little tired,” Jennifer said as she headed for the stairs.
 
   “Good, get some rest. There is someone I want you to meet later.”
 
   She stopped in her tracks, and turned to face him. “Who?”
 
   “You’ll see. Just get some rest.”
 
   ***
 
   He pulled his Jeep in front of the empty house for sale, which sat about a block from Jennifer Brennan’s house. He surmised she must be home from the hospital since a police cruiser was parked in front. The lucky bitch was like a cat with nine lives. If that damn detective hadn’t barged in, he would have unloaded the syringe in her neck. As it was, it was sheer luck that any of the Rohypnol was injected. Not that he knew, since he’d panicked and left the syringe in the bitch’s neck.
 
   Finding an empty patient’s room when Blake Stone was chasing him was a godsend. He’d locked himself in the bathroom, stripped off the scrubs and dumped them in the waste can. Then he removed the fake mustache and glasses, depositing them in his pocket. By the time he reached the hospital lobby, the place was crawling with cops. He stayed calm, walking right past them and out the door. Once he reached his Jeep, he nearly vomited from the tension. 
 
   He looked in the rearview mirror and brushed his fingers through his hair, then opened a bottle of water and took a gulp. The whole hospital escapade was a joke; he shouldn’t have attempted in the first place. He had to do a better job of tapping his behavioral controls, or his next impulsive act could be his last.
 
   Behavioral control. That’s what his old-bag fifth grade teacher, Miss Sing, had told his Mama after she caught him beating up Jerry Groden, then taking his new bike. “Your son has poor behavioral controls,” she’d said. “He doesn’t accept responsibility for his actions. Instead, he blames others.”  
 
   He’d gotten the crap beat out of him when Mama returned from school later. He hated Mrs. Sing after that, and kept a close eye on her house, which was one of those white houses with a manicured lawn and white picket fence that other people lived in — certainly not he and Mama. He discovered that the teacher loved cats and fed all the stray cats in the neighborhood. That’s when he’d taken the box of liquid ant killer in Mama’s cupboard and laced any cat food he found on Miss Sing’s porch. She must have found two dozen dead cats littering her lawn before she wised up and stopped feeding them. She called the police, too, not that they ever found anything.
 
   Miss Sing had gotten off easy. If he’d been older, she’d have gotten a taste of a leather belt across her bare ass. He would have taught her a thing or two about behavioral controls, and she wouldn’t have lived to tell about it.[bookmark: _Toc336869035]
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Eight
 
   
While Jennifer napped, Blake made a pan of homemade lasagna. Now it was in the oven, garlic bread ready to go in next, and a fresh vegetable salad waiting in the refrigerator. He’d sent a deputy to pick up his sister at the airport an hour ago, so Carly was due to arrive any minute. 
 
   Jennifer awoke to the most delicious aroma that had ever filled her home — spicy and Italian, just like the gorgeous man downstairs in the kitchen. He’d obviously whipped up something amazing. She couldn’t wait to get downstairs to thank him.
 
   In her bathroom, Jennifer showered, dried her hair, applied fresh makeup and finished with a swipe of rose gloss across her lips. She changed into a sexy black knit shift she’d never worn, and obeying doctor’s orders, slipped on a pair of ballerina flats instead of the sky-high heels she liked to wear. As she brushed her hair, she heard the doorbell and remembered that Blake had mentioned a surprise guest.
 
   ***
 
   Blake answered the door and pulled his sister into a hug, while the deputy who had driven her stood awkwardly on the porch holding the handle of her rolling suitcase. 
 
   Once the deputy left, Blake pulled her inside the living room and looked at her. Carly was five feet and ten inches, like Jennifer, but she was too thin and lacked Jennifer’s curves. She’d always been slender, but Carly looked like she’d lost weight she couldn’t afford to lose.
 
   Like Blake’s, her eyes were the color of espresso, and filled with intelligence, but today there were glints of sadness. Her tanned skin was more the result of her rich Italian lineage than the hot Florida sun. She was only twenty-seven-years-old, but the worry lines across her forehead suggested she’d already known more trouble than people twice her age. 
 
   “Are you hungry? I made lasagna. Gram’s recipe.”
 
   “It smells delicious. Thank goodness, one of us learned how to cook like Gram.”
 
   Blake led her to the kitchen, where he pulled the lasagna out of the oven and pushed in the cookie pan of garlic bread slices.
 
    
 
   Jennifer burst into the kitchen ready to launch herself into Blake’s arms, but stopped short, rooted to a spot on the tile floor. There were two people in her kitchen and the second one was female with long ebony hair and a body that was runway model thin. The woman was laughing, as if she and Blake had just shared a private joke and Jennifer’s other-woman radar went on alert. Her mind raced. What if Blake’s special guest was a fiancé he’d neglected to tell her about or worse a pregnant ex-lover, carrying his baby?
 
   She cleared her throat to get their attention and stiffly accepted Blake’s hug.
 
   “Hello, Jennifer. I’m so glad to meet you. Blake’s told me a lot about you.”  The woman said as she extended her hand.
 
   Blake spoke next, “Jennifer, this is my sister, Carly.”
 
   Sister? Blake has a sister? “Hi, Carly,” she said weakly as she grasped her hand and squeezed.
 
   “Dinner’s ready and we have a lot to talk about,” said Blake as he cut the lasagna into squares. He pulled the garlic bread out of the oven. “Why don’t you ladies sit in the dining room and I’ll serve dinner?”
 
   “I never pass up a chance to be served by a man,” joked Carly as she smiled at Jennifer.
 
   ***
 
   “In the kitchen, you thought I was Blake’s girlfriend,” Carly stated, staring at Jennifer with impenetrable dark eyes.
 
   Jennifer just stared back, struggling to keep her expression blank.
 
   “Yeah, you did. I could tell by your deer-in-the-headlights expression.”
 
   Blushing, Jennifer looked down at her lap as she unfolded her napkin. When she looked up she met Carly’s wide smile.
 
   “Don’t look so embarrassed. I’m delighted you care about my brother. He’s a pretty amazing guy.”
 
   With a sheepish expression, Jennifer replied, “Sorry about that.”
 
   “No problem. Blake’s dated a lot of women. With his looks, he could have any woman he wanted. But you’re the first woman he’s ever talked about to me, so I knew you were special.”
 
   Jennifer glanced at Carly and wondered why Blake had never confided to her about having a sister.
 
   “Blake never mentioned me, did he?”
 
   Jennifer squirmed in her seat, then answered, “No.”
 
   “Not surprised. He’s always been ultra-private about his family. Did he tell you about our parents’ divorce?”
 
   Jennifer nodded in the affirmative.
 
   “Then you know it was a hard time for us as children. Mom and Dad argued all the time, using us as bargaining chips. All we had was each other, so we became close. After the divorce, we lived with Mom, but she and Dad continued their war. It changes your perspective about relationships. I think it’s the reason Blake has, until now, avoided a serious relationship with a woman. It’s hard for him to trust.”
 
   Jennifer secretly smiled. Blake was serious about her. Not that she didn’t already know that, but it was nice to have it confirmed. He hadn’t left her side since the hospital.
 
   Blake walked in with a loaded plate for Carly and one for Jennifer. He returned with a plate for himself, as well as a bottle of red wine that he poured into each glass.
 
   Tearing her garlic bread into pieces, Carly said, “Blake, remember the time when we told Mom and Dad we were both going into law enforcement. I thought Dad was going to have a coronary.”
 
   “Really?” asked Jennifer. Her father had reacted the same.
 
   “Dad assumed we’d work the family business. Can’t blame the guy,” said Blake. “He’d worked hard over the years to build a couple dozen condo and apartment complexes. I think Dad had planned from the day we were born that we would someday take over.”
 
   Jennifer looked at Carly. “So you’re in law enforcement, too?”
 
   “Yes, I’m a special agent in the Criminal Investigation Division of the FBI division office in Tampa. Right now I’m on leave, so I’m available to help you and Blake with your case.”
 
   Clearly surprised, Jennifer looked at Blake. “What?” 
 
   “Your dad, Lane and I talked at the hospital. We think we have a serial killer on our hands and we need help. I knew Carly was on leave so I got your dad’s permission to bring her in on a consultant basis. She has experience with serials and has a good profiling background.”
 
   “Why didn’t you tell me?”  She glared at him with burning, reproachful eyes.
 
   “Because your health is more important than this case, Jennifer. Your doctor said no stress.”  He met her glare head-on, expecting her reaction, but he stood by his decision. How could she not realize how important she was to him? That she was much more than just a partner.
 
   At that moment, Jennifer said nothing. She didn’t want to make Carly uncomfortable with a disagreement between Blake and her right then. As soon as she and Blake were alone, she’d have plenty to say, including the fact she was his partner and had a right to be clued in — concussion or not.
 
   ***
 
   It had been another shit day at work. They’d had a department picnic and the whole boring gang of assholes was there. He suffered through it and couldn’t wait until quitting time.
 
   Inside his cabin, he pulled two cans of beer out of the refrigerator then plopped in his favorite chair. He gulped the beer and crushed the can with his hand when it was empty. Picking up the remote control from the end table, he aimed it at the television and clicked the on button. 
 
   The Grace Cohn Program was on CSN and the bitch was blowing her mouth like usual, “This Indiana community can rest now that the serial killer in its midst is dead.”
 
   Nice. Thanks to her the whole world thinks Evan Hendricks pulled off the unsolved murders of the century, as if the little prick had his cunning and forethought. It’d be a joke if it wasn’t so damn stupid. He may have to visit Grace Cohn after he took care of Jennifer Brennan.
 
   He picked up the other can of beer and flushed it down his throat, not really enjoying the taste, but liking the buzz it gave him. Crushing this can, too, he tossed it on the table with the other one.
 
   Restless, he wandered around his cabin until he reached the kitchen. The room was dismal with outdated appliances, Army-green painted cabinets, stained Formica countertops, and linoleum floor that had seen better days — maybe a century ago. What a dump. But it was free rent, so what the hell.
 
   He did an inventory of his tools and lined them up on the kitchen counter:  duct tape to secure prey to the table, leather belt, bath soap and towels. Opening the cabinet under the sink, he saw several gallons of bleach he’d need to wash down the table, the prey, and the room. He opened a drawer to reveal his stash of Rohypnol tablets and syringes. All items accounted for; he was ready for the next time he had one of his urges to troll for prey.
 
   Going back to the living room, he sat back down in his chair and stared at the television. Grace Kohn had moved on to a story about a missing child in Louisiana. His mind wandered. He was almost sick to his stomach about his failure to kill Jennifer Brennan. But soon it would be a distant memory, he consoled himself, that would not be repeated. He was back on his game. Hell, when it came to his particular game, he was the master.
 
   He wanted to kick it up a notch next time, and considered using one of Ted Bundy’s ruses. Good old Ted had some great ones, like the times he wore a cast on his arm. Bundy had looked so pathetic when he asked for help, those smart-ass college girls must have thought they were bestowing a random act of kindness on the poor guy — not knowing it would be their last random act of any kind. 
 
   He considered this trick, but discarded it. The cast on the arm could be cumbersome if the prey fought back. Maybe he’d use the disabled vehicle ruse on a country road. He’d used it successfully before. That might be fun.
 
   The thoughts he was having about stalking and capturing prey resulted in some physical reactions that were all too familiar. His jaw clenched and he ground his teeth until pain radiated through his ears. Sweat trickled down his back, while a vein throbbed in his neck as he worked himself into a frenzy. The demons were back, clawing at his insides until the urges to kill emerged — relentless and overpowering. 
 
   Deep inside, the urge was so powerful that the thought of resisting didn’t enter his mind. He knew the longer he tried to ignore it, the stronger it got. He would track his prey soon, capture and torture her until she begged for mercy.
 
   ***
 
   After her shift ended at the Sugar Creek Cafe, Brianna Hayden did what she did every day:  she took her two Labrador Retrievers, Salt and Pepper, for a walk down the country road that ran in front of her parent’s home. Only two-years-old, the dogs were energetic and delighted to begin their daily adventure.
 
   Brianna’s two-year-old daughter, Mandy, was taking a nap while Brianna’s mother fixed dinner, so it was the perfect time to get some exercise and still be back before dinner was served. What a day she’d had. It hadn’t slowed down since breakfast at the restaurant where she waitressed. There were a lot of reporters in town since Fred Thomas shot Evan Hendricks. The whole thing was horrible and made her sick. People were so wrapped up in the shooting drama that they seemed to have forgotten that two young women were tortured and murdered in their midst. Didn’t anyone care about the victims? All people could talk about was Evan’s shooting and how glad they were that the serial-killing bastard was dead. 
 
   Brianna inhaled deeply, enjoying the cool country air, and laughed when she noticed that Pepper had picked up a stick and was prancing proudly with it wedged in his mouth.
 
   It wasn’t that long ago that Catherine Thomas had followed her home from work when they were on the same shift, so that she could join Brianna on a walk. They’d discussed their day, their love lives, and their world in general. Catherine had been one of her few single friends, who seemed to enjoy hearing about the antics of her two-year-old. She missed Catherine, and there wasn’t a day that went by that she didn’t think of her, trying hard to remember the Catherine who giggled at her jokes, and not the Catherine who spent the final hours of her life in a tortured hell.
 
   Cal Fisher’s house was in her vision so she knew she’d completed a mile. Once they reached his property, Cal’s Jack Russell Terrier, Liz, let out a series of ear-piercing barks to protest the two Labradors that were encroaching upon her territory. Cal appeared at the picture window, waved at Brianna, then tried to distract Liz with a dog treat.
 
   Brianna and her two dogs walked further until she could see what looked like a disabled Jeep at the side of the road. As they grew closer, she recognized the driver as the good-looking man she’d seen at the diner. He pulled a rag out of the back and then disappeared under the hood of the vehicle. Brianna’s dad was a whiz at car repair and had taught her at an early age how to fix anything that could go wrong under the hood. That’s why she decided to make this guy’s day and help him get his car back on the road. That he was tall, dark and handsome had nothing to do with it. Right.
 
   ***
 
   Blake and Jennifer watched as a deputy helped Carly get into the front seat of his vehicle. He’d already put her suitcase in the trunk, and she was holding the thick double-murder case file in her arms. Carly had refused Jennifer’s offer to stay in her extra bedroom, explaining she was eager to dive into the case to start her analysis and she could do that better in the quiet of Blake’s empty condo.  
 
   Blake followed Jennifer into the dining room, where she stacked dirty plates, then took them into the kitchen. She opened the dishwasher door just as Blake came in with the wine glasses.
 
   Jennifer cut him a glare and said, “You should have told me.”
 
   “You were pretty much unconscious when the decision was made, so that would have been a little difficult.”
 
   “Blake, I’ve been home for two days,” she accused.
 
   “I’ve been trying to keep your world as stress-free as possible, just like the doctor ordered.”
 
   “You’re not my nursemaid, you’re my partner!” Jennifer exclaimed.
 
   “Oh, really? I thought I meant a little more to you than that.” Blake shot back.
 
   “You do. I didn’t mean...”
 
   Blake cut her off by yanking her against his chest and kissing her hard, like he’d wanted to for days. He tightened his arms around Jennifer, feeling her soft curves molding to the contours of his hard body. Raising his mouth from hers, he gazed into her eyes and saw a burning need matching his own. He kissed the pulsing hollow at the base of her throat as she moaned with pleasure, then moved to nibble at her earlobe. “Honey, are you sure you’re up for this?”
 
   Jennifer slid her hand down to the obvious evidence of his desire and whispered, “Just as much as you are.”
 
   ***
 
   Blake was breathing hard as he pressed her against the refrigerator. He was turned on, hot and hard, kissing her until her senses reeled, as if short-circuited. One hand slid down her taut stomach to the swell of her hips, then her thighs, where he snagged the hem of her dress and pulled it off, throwing it across the kitchen. He eased the lacy cup of her bra aside so his lips could tease a hard pink nipple, then his tongue made a path down her ribs to her stomach, his fingers diving beneath her panties to search for her pleasure points. Jennifer gasped as he found her sensitive nub and began a sensual massage she wished would last forever. Instead of stopping, it went on and on, as she pulled at him and wrapped a long leg around him to pull him closer. Moaning softly, she closed her eyes, pressing her fingers into the muscles of his back. Finally, her body quaked, exploding in a downpour of fiery sensations. Jennifer’s knees gave. If his arms hadn’t been tightened around her she would have melted to the floor. She wanted him. God, how she wanted him, naked and inside her.
 
   Blake reached around her to unfasten her bra, letting it fall to the floor. She pulled at his shirt until he ripped it off. She licked and flicked his nipples with her tongue, then ran her tongue down his hard abs as her fingers explored the firmness of his body.
 
   “Honey, are you okay?”  His voice was low and hoarse.
 
   “Better than okay,” She responded breathlessly.
 
   “Good to know,” Blake said as he scooped her into his arms and headed for the stairs leading to her bedroom.
 
   ***
 
   Tori Hayden stirred the green beans and bacon simmering on the stove as she listened to her granddaughter, Amanda, cooing on the baby monitor nearby. Wearing her hot-pad gloves, she pulled out a pan of baked macaroni and cheese, Brianna’s favorite. On her way to the baby’s room to pick up Amanda, she stopped in the living room where her husband, Steve sat watching the evening news.
 
   “Honey, call Brianna. Dinner’s ready.”
 
   Steve rose from his chair and moved to the window to scan the yard for Brianna as he fished his cell phone from his jeans pocket. His daughter and her dogs were nowhere in sight, so he dialed her cell phone number. Suddenly, Brianna’s black Lab, Pepper, ran into the yard, his leash trailing behind him. Salt was close behind. Something was wrong. Brianna had a fear of losing her dogs and would never have let them off their leashes.
 
   Tori, holding Amanda in her arms, entered the room and noticed Steve at the window. She moved next to him. “What are you looking at?”
 
   “Brianna’s dogs are in the yard, dragging their leashes behind them.”
 
   “What?” she asked, alarm singing through her voice. “Where’s Brianna?” 
 
   Tori followed her husband to the kitchen door. As soon as he opened it, both dogs rushed in and headed toward their water bowl on the kitchen floor.
 
   Steve looked at his wife, struggling to keep concern from his expression, as he grabbed a set of keys from a hook on the wall. “Tori, I’m going to take the truck and find Brianna.”
 
   ***
 
   Carly Stone emptied the first case file on Blake’s dining room table, making organized stacks of photos and evidence collected for the Catherine Thomas murder. Then she did the same for Tiffany Chase. Carly pored over the evidence, focusing on every detail and accepting nothing at face value. Using a yellow highlighter, she marked important information to consider in her analysis. Once she finished studying Catherine’s and Tiffany’s files, she pulled two rolled sheets of flip chart paper from her suitcase and taped them to the wall. Picking up a black marker from the table, she wrote Catherine’s name at the top of one sheet and Tiffany’s on the other. It was important for Carly to look closely at each victim before doing an analysis of their killer.
 
   Both women were in their twenties and considered low-risk, meaning they lived fairly normal lives — Catherine as a waitress, and Tiffany a student. Neither woman was a known substance abuser, nor were they prostitutes, as was common in high-risk lifestyles. Both women were physically fit, and appeared to have been abducted from local state parks. Two questions ran through Carly’s mind. Were the women stalked? Or were they randomly selected because they were at the wrong place at the wrong time, and crossed the killer’s path? She was unsure the evidence would help answer either question.
 
   When comparing the two murders, Carly noted that both women were restrained and tortured by prolonged beatings with a folded leather belt at the primary crime scene. The beatings troubled Carly and she made a note to reconsider them when she created a more in-depth analysis of the killer’s psychological makeup.
 
   An additional similarity between victims was that each appeared to have been raped prior to dying. In each case, the killer had used a condom that was not found at the secondary crime scene. Both women were returned nude to the state park and posed in a way that suggested the victim was praying.
 
   Rubbing the tightness in the back of her neck, Carly placed the black marker on the table and headed for the kitchen to make coffee. It was going to be a long night.
 
   ***
 
   Blake moaned when he heard his cell phone vibrating on the table next to his side of the bed. Jennifer’s arms and legs were wrapped around him like a grapevine as she slept soundly on his chest. 
 
   “Stone.”
 
   “Blake, we have another missing girl. Brianna Hayden. Went for a walk and didn’t return.”  Lane spit out the words like bullets, his voice laced with anxiety.
 
   “Oh, shit,” Blake groaned.
 
   “You know her?”
 
   “We interviewed her at the Sugar Creek Cafe. She’s a waitress there and was friends with Catherine Thomas.”
 
   “I’m running her cell phone records now on my laptop. Wait a minute. God damn it. The last ping on Brianna’s cell phone occurred around six-thirty, then the signal stopped completely. Her cell has either been turned off or had its battery removed.” 
 
   “Remember, the same thing happened with Catherine’s cell.”
 
   “Yeah, I know,” Lane said tiredly. “I sent deputies and the copter. They’re searching now. Get out to her parent’s place on Route 27 and take the missing person report. Parents’ names are Stephen and Tori Hayden. She’s got a two-year-old daughter named Amanda.”
 
   Blake disconnected the call and sighed. There was a child involved; that made the case that much harder. He prayed they found Brianna, and this whole thing had no connection to their killer. 
 
   Jennifer lifted her head. “I’m going with you. This is my case, too.”
 
   “No argument from me. But if you start feeling dizzy or anything, you need to tell me.”
 
   “Deal.”
 
   ***
 
   They were several miles from the Hayden house but could see the glittering top lights of police cars and light beams from the helicopter looming overhead. Cars of curious onlookers, neighbors and the media clotted the road, so Blake flicked on the emergency dashboard lights and siren, forcing drivers to pull over. Soon electric blue flashes of light filled the SUV as Blake pressed the accelerator to pick up speed to maneuver past the cars.
 
   Blake and Jennifer parked alongside the road and approached the house on foot. On the Hayden’s front porch stood Lane, Frankie and their search and rescue dog, Hunter. Lane motioned to Blake and pulled him into quiet conversation.
 
   Frankie spotted her and said, “Jennifer, what in the hell are you doing out here with a concussion?”
 
   Firing her best drop-it glare, Jennifer hugged her and patted Hunter on the head. “Why are you here, Frankie?”
 
   “Mrs. Hayden is inside searching the dirty laundry for an unwashed shirt that belongs to Brianna. We’re giving it to Hunter for the scent, then we’re going to see if we can track Brianna.”
 
   “Good idea. We’re going in to interview the parents and take the missing person report. Maybe by the time we finish, you’ll have some news for us.”
 
   Jennifer followed Blake inside the house to the living room where Steve Hayden sat in a rocking chair holding a fussy two-year-old who had to be Brianna’s daughter. The child tucked her head inside his arms and alternated between sucking her thumb and crying out loud. Jennifer’s heart squeezed. 
 
   Sitting on the sofa, she pulled out a small notepad and a pen. “Mr. Hayden, I’m Detective Jennifer Brennan and this is my partner, Blake Stone. We need to ask you some questions that will help us find Brianna.”
 
   With a long, anxious sigh, Steve nodded and continued rocking Amanda.
 
   “We know Brianna took the dogs for a walk tonight. Is that something she did on a regular basis?”
 
   “Every night. Soon as she gets home from work. She said the walks with the dogs helped her unwind, clearing her thoughts.”
 
   “Is there a particular route that she takes for her walks?”
 
   “Yes, she takes the same route everyday so her mom and I could find her if Amanda needed her. She turns left at the end of the drive, walks past Cal Fisher’s home as her one-mile marker, and then walks another mile until she’s past the Isaac house and pasture. Then she turns around to head home.”  Wrinkling his brow, Steve cleared his throat and said, “When the dogs came home without her, I knew something was very wrong. I drove her route in my truck and couldn’t find any sign of her. It was like she disappeared into thin air.”
 
   “Has Brianna confided in you that she’s experiencing problems with anyone who would want to hurt her?”  Blake asked.
 
   “Naw, she gripes a lot about John Isaac, her boss at the cafe, but all the waitresses do. He’s an asshole who thinks he’s a tough guy because he can boss the women around at work. I can’t think of anyone who’d want to hurt her. She’s a good girl.”  Steve paused thoughtfully then added, “Ever since Catherine Thomas was murdered, she’s been grieving. They were friends and Brianna misses her.”
 
   “I understand. What about Amanda’s father? Is he in the picture? If so, do he and Brianna get along?”
 
   “We haven’t heard from that bastard since the day Brianna told him she was pregnant. Skipped town. Tried to find him for child support, but his family is keeping their mouths closed about his whereabouts.”
 
   ***
 
   Outside, Tori Hayden sat crying alone on a wicker sofa on the porch, still clutching a couple of Brianna’s shirts to her chest. Jennifer sat down beside her and patted her arm.
 
   “Mrs. Hayden, I’m Detective Jennifer Brennan. We need you to join your husband in the kitchen to complete the paperwork we’ll file for the missing person report.”
 
   Brianna’s mother wiped at her eyes, moved toward the door, and turned to face Jennifer. “You’ll find her, won’t you? You’ll bring her back to us?”
 
   Jennifer nodded, giving the woman an unspoken promise she knew she may not be able to keep. But hope was something she could never allow herself to deny loved ones of the missing.
 
   She joined Blake at the end of the driveway. He was talking to Frankie who had returned with Hunter and Lane.
 
   “We got to a spot past Cal Fisher’s house and Hunter just stopped. He’d lost the scent. We looked closer and found fresh tire tracks on the side of the road where a vehicle had pulled off and parked.”
 
   Blake shook his head with disgust. “Like someone knew she took this route for her walks and was waiting for her.”
 
   Frankie continued, “There were drag marks in the dirt. My theory is that he disabled her somehow, dragged her to his car and stuffed her inside.”
 
   Lane offered, “The crime scene techs are photographing and casting the shoe and tire prints now. My money is on them to link the tire prints to a specific tire so we have a ballpark idea of what kind of vehicle he’s driving.”
 
   “I used to have a Jeep in high school. Those tire tracks looked just like the tracks my Jeep left,” added Frankie.
 
   ***
 
   Jennifer pulled into Cal Fisher’s driveway and saw him walking toward the them before she and Blake even got out of the SUV.
 
   “What’s going on? Never seen so many deputies driving around in this area in my life. Hell, there’s even a copter. Who are they looking for?”
 
   “Mr. Fisher?”
 
   Cal nodded and motioned for Jennifer and Blake to join him on the screened porch where he picked up his yapping Jack Russell and held her on his lap.
 
   “We’re looking for Brianna Hayden. Do you know her?”  Jennifer began.
 
   “Course I know Brianna. Her parents are my closest neighbors. Watched her grow up.”  
 
   “Did you see her earlier this evening?”
 
   “Sure did. She was walking her dogs like she always does around six o’clock. I know that, because my Liz here barked up a storm to let me know Brianna’s Labs were encroaching on her territory. I waved at Brianna from my picture window in front.”
 
   “Which direction was she headed?” asked Blake.
 
   “North, toward town. A long time ago, Brianna told me my house is her one mile marker. She usually walks a second mile ending up by John Isaac’s place where she turns around and goes back home.”
 
   “John Isaac? Is this the same John Isaac that owns the Sugar Creek Cafe?” asked Blake.
 
   “That’s the one. I imagine you’ve heard about John’s run-ins with the law. He’s got a bad habit of beating up his wife and little boy.”
 
   ***
 
   In the vehicle, Jennifer opened up her laptop and ran John Isaac’s name. In the past three years, he’d been arrested five times for domestic violence against his wife, Eve, and twice for suspected child abuse.  Pulling up the child protection records, Jennifer noticed that Isaac had beaten his five-year-old son with a belt. His kindergarten teacher noticed the bruising and welts when the child refused to sit down because it was painful.
 
   “The child abuse was done with a belt, Blake. Just like the way Catherine and Tiffany were beaten.”  
 
   Blake considered the information and added, “Catherine and Brianna waitressed for him at the cafe. Tiffany was local; I bet she ate there with Evan. That’s three connections. Could he be our killer?”
 
   John Isaac’s place was the opposite of Cal Fisher’s or the Hayden’s clean, manicured lawns and painted homes that reflected owner pride. The grass stood about a foot tall, long overdue for a mowing. There were children’s toys scattered in front and a bicycle thrown across the back stoop. The house itself was a two-story farmhouse with peeling white paint. Plastic still covered the windows to ward off winter winds.
 
   Blake pounded on a side door until a small woman appeared. She wore a faded pair of jeans with a soiled T-shirt and a cardigan sweater that she was buttoning as she joined him on the porch. A cut on her lip was bleeding, and large purple bruises darkened on each side of her neck. A thin boy hovered behind her as she glanced at their SUV where the blue lights were still flashing.
 
   “Cops? Where were you a couple of hours ago when I was getting the crap beat out me? What took you so long to get here?”
 
   Jennifer moved forward. “Mrs. Isaac, may we come in so you can tell us what happened.”
 
   “It’s Eve. My name is Eve.”
 
   As Jennifer followed the woman into the house, Blake winked at the little boy and pointed to his bicycle. “Nice bike. I had one like it when I was your age.”
 
   The little boy puffed up with pride, picked up the bicycle, did a couple of spins in the driveway then parked it near the house when he noticed Blake had pulled out a package of gum. He slowly moved near Blake, eyeing the stick of gum being offered to him. Snatching it from Blake’s hand, he folded it a couple of times, stuffed it in his mouth then sat next to Blake on the porch step.
 
   “So you’re a real policeman? Can I see your badge?”
 
   Blake handed it to him and said, “My name’s Blake. What’s yours?”
 
   “I’m Shawn Isaac. I’m five-years-old,” he said holding up five fingers.
 
   Blake gently ran his thumb over a mark on the boy’s face. “This red mark on your cheek. Did you dad do that?”
 
   “My teacher said that you’re never supposed to tell a lie to a policeman,” he said, his wide eyes searching Blake’s face.
 
   “That’s true, Shawn.”
 
   “I’m supposed to say that I fell off my bike.”
 
   “But that’s not what happened, is it?”
 
   “No, sir,” Shawn said shaking his head. “My daddy hit me and knocked me down. When I started crying he called me names and said boys don’t cry.”
 
   A muscle angrily flicked at his jaw as Blake imagined John Isaac hitting his five-year-old son, and then lashing out at him when the pain made him cry. At that moment, he wanted to kick John Isaac’s ass.
 
   “Tell me what happened, Shawn.”
 
   “Daddy came home from work and got mad because Mommy didn’t have dinner ready. He called Mommy a lazy, worthless cow. Then Mommy told Daddy to go to hell. That’s when he got really mad. He threw the kitchen chair and shoved Mommy so hard against the wall that she hit her head hard. She tried to push him away but he got her by the neck and pushed her back against the wall. Mommy was making sounds like I do when I’m choked, so I tried to push Daddy away from her. That’s when he hit me. He told Mommy he was going to the liquor store in town and he left.”
 
   The squeak of the screen door hinges drew Blake’s attention. He turned to see Shawn’s mother dragging a large suitcase and Jennifer carrying some boxes that he pulled from her arms. 
 
   “Eve and Shawn are going to stay at a women’s shelter tonight. I’ve arranged for a counselor to talk to Eve tomorrow and find living arrangements for them.”
 
   ***
 
   As they headed toward Eve’s car, they were startled by the scream of tires as a green Toyota whipped into the driveway spitting gravel and nearly hitting Shawn. 
 
   “What the hell are you doing?” shouted John Isaac to his wife as he popped out of the vehicle and staggered toward her.
 
   Blake ignored him as he placed the two boxes in Eve’s car trunk.
 
   “I’m leaving your ass.”  Eve returned as she shoved the heavy suitcase into the trunk. “You drunk again, John? What a surprise.”
 
   “You bitch!”  John shouted as he pulled back his arm to strike his wife but Blake caught it in mid-swing, pushing John off balance so he fell to the ground.
 
   John scrambled to his feet and swung his arm, hitting Blake across the cheek. Pain exploded in his ear and jaw. Jerking John’s arm behind his back, Blake dropped him to the ground. Still gripping his arm, he pushed his knee into his back to hold him in place as he snapped a pair of handcuffs on his wrists. 
 
   Jennifer helped Eve and Shawn get into the car, and stood watching as Eve pulled the car around and drove down the driveway to the road into town. She then pulled out her cell phone and dialed dispatch for backup.
 
   Blake yanked John to his feet then walked him to their SUV where he pressed him against the side.
 
   “Where have you been tonight, John?” asked Blake as he kept his hand pressed to John’s chest to keep him steady.
 
   “Anywhere but here, asshole.”
 
   “Want to be a little more specific?”  The guy was getting on Blake’s last nerve. If he didn’t get more cooperative, he’d take this little talk down to the sheriff’s office.
 
   “I was at the bar next to the liquor store on Main Street. What’s it to you?”
 
   “Was anyone there who can verify your story?” asked Jennifer.
 
   “Yeah, the little bartender with the nice ass. Why do you want to know?”
 
   Ignoring his crude remark, Jennifer continued, “Have you seen Brianna Hayden this evening?”
 
   “Not since work. Why?”
 
   “She’s missing and I think you might be able to help us find her.”
 
   Isaac exploded. “What the fuck are you talking about? I don’t know where she is. I already told you, I haven’t seen her since work today.”
 
   Blake shoved him against the vehicle, “Calm down and watch your language.”
 
   “What about when you left for the liquor store? Did you see Brianna walking her dogs?” asked Jennifer.
 
   “No. I didn’t see anyone.”  John spit on the ground, then reconsidered. “Wait a minute. I saw a guy having truck trouble on the highway across from my barn. Didn’t stop to help him ‘cause he looked like he was in better shape than I am. Let him fix his own damn truck.”
 
   With raised eyebrows, Jennifer tilted her head to the side, looked pointedly at Blake, then asked John, “How about a description of the man as well as his truck?”
 
   “It was a Jeep, maybe 2009 or 2010. I know because I’ve been looking for one for sale. It was brown and tan with some kind of lettering on the side; I was going too fast to read it.”  
 
   Jennifer jotted down the description, ignoring the deputy who just pulled his cruiser into the driveway. “What about the man? What did he look like?”
 
   “I don’t know. I don’t make a habit of checking out men.”
 
   “Give it a try, John,” she urged.
 
   “Okay, he was tall, maybe six foot one or two. He had a thin build, but not skinny. Muscular. He had on a short-sleeved shirt and I noticed his arms and legs were tan like he’d been outside a lot. Couldn’t see his face because he was wearing a brown ball cap and was bent down under the hood looking at the motor.”
 
   “Anything else?”
 
   “Now that I think about it, that may have been a uniform he was wearing. It was brown and tan like his Jeep.”
 
   The deputy slid in on the other side of John and grabbed his arm. “Take him to the jail and book him,” Blake said. You can start out with domestic violence, slugging a law enforcement officer and child abuse. You can get a statement from his wife tomorrow. I’ll email mine to you.”
 
   Jennifer waited until the deputy backed out of the driveway before she leaned against him, running her fingers along Blake’s jaw. “I can’t believe he hit you. Besides being an officer, you’re twice his size.”
 
   Blake took the opportunity to snake his arm around her waist to pull her close to kiss her. 
 
   “Do you believe him?” asked Jennifer.
 
   “You mean about the disabled Jeep? Yeah, I do.”
 
   “So do I. It matches what Frankie said about the tire prints and her guess for the vehicle.”
 
   “I’m calling in a BOLO with the perp and vehicle description. See what we come up with.”  He pulled out his cell phone and noticed he’d received a couple of calls. “Crap, Carly’s been trying to reach me.”
 
   ***
 
   It was two in the morning, but not one of them objected to the time of the meeting. Tim, Lane, Blake and Jennifer filed into the sheriff’s conference room one-by-one, poured a cup of hot coffee, and then took a seat. At the end of the room, the wall was covered with flip charts, post-it notes and area maps. With her back to them, Carly was still jotting notes. When she realized they’d arrived, she started the meeting without fanfare.
 
   “I apologize for the hour, but after I spoke to Blake and learned you have another missing girl, I thought it critical for you to hear my analysis.”  Carly began pointing to the sheets of flip-chart papers lining the wall.
 
   “On these wall charts are some similarities between the victims:  they were both in their twenties, physically fit, and abducted from a local state park. Neither of them had a high-risk lifestyle such as excessive drug use or prostitution. Both women were tortured and raped prior to their deaths, then their bodies were returned to the same state park in which they were abducted, and posed nude to look as if they were praying. In addition, the killer painstakingly removed valuable trace evidence we could have used to solve this case.”  Carly paused for a moment, sipped some water, then continued. “None of this is news to any of you. I am sure you’ve considered it many times. This is a very distinctive M.O.”
 
   “What about Brianna Hayden? She was abducted from a country road not far from her house, not a park,” asked Blake.
 
   “Brianna fits his preference for physically fit women in their twenties. Like Catherine Thomas, she worked at the Sugar Creek Cafe where he could have noticed her, and followed her home after work. He may have watched her house until he learned her routines.”
 
   Jennifer spoke up. “Do you think the killer is stalking his victims or choosing them at random based on availability?”
 
   “I don’t have a good grasp on that yet, but I do have some ideas on who your killer is and isn’t.”  Carly began, noticing the flicker of doubt in Tim’s eyes. Doubt from law enforcement officers was not a new thing for Carly. Many felt that profiling was hocus-pocus. She was determined that by the time Tim left the meeting, he would see the value in her analysis, and use it to catch a killer before more young women died.
 
   “Your killer is very familiar with the area parks and outdoor recreation,” she continued. “To return the victims back to the public areas where he abducted them indicates he is familiar and comfortable with the area.”
 
   “You mean he’s a local?” asked Blake as he ran his fingers through his thick hair.
 
   “Absolutely. He lives here, works here, or has a reason to frequent the area. Serial killers typically do not travel far to commit crimes, preferring instead, areas they are familiar with and which they can move around without raising suspicion.”
 
   Lane fired a question, “Are you saying we may know him?”
 
   “Perhaps, but if you do know him it’s because this type of killer likes to stay in the know about the case. You probably don’t suspect his involvement,”  said Carly, as she walked to the hot pot of coffee on the warmer, tipped the pot to refill her mug and returned to her seat. “It’s feasible that your killer leads a normal life and functions well in society, but he has this other dark side to his personality.”
 
   “How is he so easily abducting such physical fit women?”  Jennifer wanted to know.
 
   “Simple. He’s physically fit, as well. I also think he’s a lot like Ted Bundy, in that he’s good looking, charming and persuasive. He seems normal and unthreatening. How else would he be able to convince even the most cautious young woman to drop her guard, trust him and go off with him?”  
 
   “Could he be disabling them with a drug?” asked Jennifer.
 
   Carly added, “Since he tried to inject you with Rohypnol in the hospital, there’s a chance he’s also using it to disable his victims. Rohypnol comes in tablet form, so he must be mixing them with water in order to get the drug in the syringe.”
 
   “Carly, what about the beatings with the belt? Any thoughts about that?”  Tim leaned forward in his chair, eager to hear her response.
 
   “Your killer has a fantasy about torturing women with this particular type of beating. I think he’s re-enacting something he experienced in childhood. Typically, serial killers have dysfunctional family lives. Your guy had a parent who was domineering and aggressive. Since he chooses only women as victims, my guess is it was his mother who beat him with a belt while he was restrained to something, like he’s restraining his victims. He may have fantasized since childhood about repaying his mother’s cruelty by beating and killing women, starting with her. There’s a good chance he was sexually abused.”
 
   Lane asked, “What about the way he poses the bodies?”
 
   Jennifer interrupted before Carly could answer. “Connected to that, there is something that’s always bothered me about the call Julie Thomas got from the killer, besides the fact he was calling from her dead daughter’s phone.”  Jennifer began. “He told her that 'good girls don’t always go straight to heaven. Sometimes they get to visit hell first. I made sure of that with your Catherine.’  I wonder if he believes this, and that’s why he posed his victims in prayer?”  
 
   “The posing is a part of his fantasy,” Carly explained. “Perhaps his mother was a religious zealot who hated men and convinced her son that only females entered heaven. Another explanation is that he tortures to inflict enough pain so his victims pray for mercy.”
 
   “What else can you tell us that will help us catch him?” inquired Tim.
 
   “Judging by his behavior and M.O., he appears to be an organized killer who plans methodically, and is probably above average intelligence. It appears he abducts his victims in one place, but kills them in another, and then disposes the bodies in the original abduction site.”  Carly paused. 
 
   “The guy knows a thing or two about trace evidence too,” added Tim.
 
   “He’s likely a man who watches forensics programming because he displays a basic knowledge of investigative tools and how to avoid detection,” said Carly.
 
   “Carly, I have a theory about the timing of the body dumps. On the days when the bodies of both Catherine and Tiffany were found, it was raining. Thus, washing away any trace evidence he may have missed when washing and bleaching the victims,” said Jennifer.
 
   Carly thought for a moment. “Interesting. He may be thinking the rain further helps him to avoid detection. That’s another thing that supports how methodical he is. There is little your killer does without planning.”
 
   “If he abducted Brianna like we think he did, that means we have until it rains to find her,” Jennifer declared as the others nodded in agreement.
 
   “Any ideas on his occupation?” asked Lane.
 
   “He could be anyone who’s familiar with local outdoor recreation areas. He could be a cop, fireman, a hunter or even someone connected to the state parks. He’s a man who spends a lot of time enjoying outside recreation.”
 
   “To think our killer may be a cop on my team makes me physically ill,” said Tim. 
 
   Blake spoke up. “I’ve been thinking about that disabled tan and brown Jeep on Brianna’s walking route that our witness saw. The park service provides this type of vehicle to their conservation officers. Each of the conservation officers in area parks is also provided a cabin by the park service. We woke up the human resources director, got the conservation officers’ addresses, and sent deputies to visit each one to ask a few questions and check on the Jeeps.”
 
   Carly continued, “One more thing I’ve learned from the research of Louis Schlesinger is that the number-one way serial killers are apprehended is by a surviving victim. Especially early on, your killer made mistakes because he had not perfected his techniques. I think your guy has been doing this for years. There may be a victim out there who survived his attack who can lead you straight to your murderer.”  Carly downed the last bit of her coffee before she continued.
 
   “One of my friends is an FBI Analyst at ViCAP. I’ve sent her the particulars of your case, including the distinctive M.O. of this killer. She owes me a favor, so she’s already started to delve deeper into the case, looking for similar homicides, searching ViCAP and other FBI and non-FBI databases. She’ll prepare a report for us that will offer fresh investigative leads. If your guy’s M.O. matches other murders, no matter where or when they occurred, she will let us know.”
 
   “When do you think we’ll hear from her?” asked Tim.
 
   “She’s working this as we speak. My bet is we’ll get the report tomorrow.”[bookmark: _Toc336869036]
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Nine
 
 
   From the front window of the cabin, he watched the two deputies climb back into their cruiser and back out of his driveway.
 
   He’d been duct-taping Brianna’s wrists to his kitchen table when he heard a car motor. Dashing to the window, he’d seen a sheriff’s car parked in the driveway. Two deputies headed toward his front door. His heart had slammed against his chest and he’d almost pissed himself. What the fuck was the law doing at his cabin? Hell, most people couldn’t even find it, nestled in the woods, separate from the cabins of the other conservation officers. 
 
   He’d glanced back at Brianna, still unconscious on the table, then opened the front door to join the deputies on his porch.
 
   “Evening, officers. How can I help you?”  He’d plastered on his friendliest smile and aimed it toward the female deputy who’d blushed, just like he’d wanted her to. 
 
   Not impressed, the male deputy sidled up to him on the front porch and said, “We’re looking for a missing girl and wondered if you’d seen her.”
 
   “Naw, came straight home after work.”
 
   Annoyed, the male deputy pulled out a folded photo from his back pocket. “How do you know if you’ve seen her or not if you don’t know what she looks like?”
 
   The officer’s tone made him bristle. He clenched his jaw and took the photo of Brianna Hayden and pretended to study it.
 
   “Nope. Haven’t seen her. But if I do, I’ll call.”
 
   The deputy took the photo from him, folded it and returned it to his back pocket. The officer stood glaring at him for a long moment, then pointedly glanced toward the door. Panic rushed through him like river rapids. If they got inside the cabin and discovered Brianna, he was a dead man. It had all happened so fast, he hadn’t had time to slip his service revolver in the back of his pants. He was unarmed, two against one and he didn’t like the odds. He thought he heard moaning coming from within the cabin and he realized he’d forgotten to tape the prey’s mouth shut. Shit!
 
   “Hey, do you two know of any job openings with the sheriff’s department?”  He kept his voice friendly, just like he was talking to two friends.
 
   “There might be a deputy job open soon. I know Eddie Shelton is getting ready to retire,” offered the female deputy.
 
   The male deputy eyeballed him. “Why are you asking? Tired of the conservation officer gig?”
 
   “Yeah, I’ve been doing it too long. Besides, I hear deputies make more money.”
 
   Both deputies snickered. “Yeah, we’re practically millionaires,” muttered the male deputy, as both officers headed back to the cruiser.
 
   Though the deputies were gone, he remained at the window, paranoia clawing at his brain. Never before had the law come to his door. Why now? Why had they stopped at his cabin? 
 
   He turned to pace in front of the fireplace. Had they pinpointed him because they’d found some evidence he missed when he dumped Catherine and Tiffany? Had someone seen him with Brianna near his Jeep? 
 
   Hearing a moan from the kitchen, he realized his prey was regaining consciousness. “Shut up, bitch! I’m trying to think,” he shouted. 
 
   Flipping the television on, he surfed to the weather channel and discovered no rain was predicted for the next seven days. Damn it. Sure, he’d love to play with the prey for another seven days, but could he risk it? He turned the TV off and continued pacing. Maybe he’d grabbed Brianna too soon after going for the Detective Bitch at the hospital? Had he made mistakes? Left evidence behind? 
 
   Hell, Jennifer’s dad was the sheriff. What did he think was going to happen when he went after his daughter? He decided he didn’t care who her father was, the bitch was going down. It was Jennifer’s fault the law was coming to his door. She thought she was so damn smart, treating him like a moron that day in the park next to Catherine’s body, in front of his father. Not that he ever gave a shit for what the old man did or didn’t think of him.
 
   Hearing the whop-whop-whop of a helicopter in the distance, he wiped the beads of sweat off his brow. He couldn’t believe he was sweating over this, or anything for that manner. Was he slipping? No, he couldn’t be. He was the guy known for his no-evidence murders. There was no way they could be on to him. Could they? 
 
   The wailing and whimpering in the kitchen turned into an ear-piercing scream that echoed throughout the room. He grabbed his belt and raced to the kitchen, giving his prey a punishing lash of the belt. He then reached for the duct tape on the counter.
 
   ***
 
   Charlie Barnett had fished in Bear Lake since he was six-years-old , when he’d listened to his dad proclaim time and again the lake was the best fishing spot in the county. Though his dad had passed away years ago, Charlie still agreed. 
 
   Dawn, with the sun an orange orb rising in the lightening sky, was his favorite time for fishing. He knew the closer it got to noon, the more pleasure boats and jet skiers would be racing back and forth in the deep water of the lake, ripping into the peace he’d looked forward to all week. He sucked in a lung-full of fresh air and listened to the water gently lapping against the shore, as he watched a doe and her fawn drinking at the water’s edge. 
 
   With one more wet slice of his oar, Charlie slipped the anchor into the water, watching until it disappeared in the deep, inky darkness of the lake. Laying his oar in the boat, he pulled out his fishing rod, carefully hooked a worm, and then tossed it toward the reeds that lined the inlet. Holding onto the rod with one hand, Charlie used the other to dig into his ice chest for a bottle of water. He’d twisted open the bottle and lifted it to his lips when he felt the pull of the first nibble. Slowly and carefully, he lifted his rod and flicked the line to tease the fish until it nabbed the bait, and Charlie pulled it in. Although catfish was one of Charlie’s favorite catches, this one was on the small side. But he removed the hook from its mouth and threw the fish in his bucket anyway. There was plenty of time to catch bigger ones.
 
   He re-baited the hook and threw the line back toward the reeds. It wasn’t long before the line yanked so hard, he almost dropped the fishing rod. Charlie glanced toward the reeds and spotted the biggest catfish he’d ever seen thrashing near the surface. Shit, if only his dad could see this whopper! He jumped to his feet, gripping the rod, winding the reel and tightening the line as he fought with the fish. Lifting one foot to the boat seat, he braced himself and pulled hard on the line. 
 
   Charlie leaned forward, too far, and the boat flipped over. Suddenly he was in the shockingly cold water, thrashing to free himself from the fishing line as his body sank.  A sharp pain surged through his back as he landed on a sharp rock on the sandy bottom of the lake. He freed himself from the line and kicked his legs to propel to the top. But something stopped him. 
 
   Frantic, he looked down at his ankle and noticed a thick chain looped around his shoe. What the hell? Something touched his him. That’s when he found himself staring face-to-face with a beautiful young woman, her face frozen in death, floating eerily in the water next to him. Her dark hair wafted about his face, one of her long fingers caught in his buttoned shirt. Panic like he’d never known before welled in his throat, but he couldn’t scream, though God knew he wanted to. 
 
   Charlie kicked himself free, swam to the water’s surface, and gulped in air to fill his aching lungs. He struggled with the boat but finally flipped it upright and climbed in. After he pulled up the anchor, Charlie grabbed an oar and gasped, panting in terror as a fresh wave of panic swept through him. Piercing the water with the oars, he pushed toward shore. He had to get to his truck where he’d left his cell phone. Jesus Christ, had he really just found a body?
 
   The minutes it took for him to reach shore seemed like hours. Charlie jumped out of the boat and pulled it onto the boat ramp, then raced toward his truck. Pressing his hand against his front right jeans pocket, fresh alarm flipped a switch and sent his heart racing anew. Where were his keys? He patted the left-front, then the right, thankfully finding his keys. He whipped them out, opened the truck, fished for his cell phone in the glove box, and called nine-one-one.
 
   ***
 
   With his scuba diving search team mobilized, Blake and team was in the water with Charlie Barnett onboard within sixty minutes. Jennifer sat near a table set up with containers of hot coffee and pastries for the searchers as she watched the sheriff’s boat propelling in the water, aiming toward an area of the lake where Charlie fished. Lane stood nearby with his cell phone, briefing Tim.
 
   A wave of apprehension surprised her. Where did that come from? Blake was a trained scuba diver and had five years of experience behind him. But that didn’t stop her from considering worst-case scenarios where Blake dived into the lake and never came back up. She shivered and crossed her arms protectively around her waist, cursing herself for being such a damn coward. What was it about telling the man she loved him that scared the crap out of her? 
 
   The coroner’s van arrived and Doc Meade headed toward the table as his assistants unloaded a gurney from the van. He plopped down in a chair next to Jennifer and snagged a donut from the open box on the table.
 
   “They find anything yet?” asked the coroner as he munched on his donut.
 
   “No, they just left.” Jennifer responded. “The fisherman isn’t sure about the exact location, but he knows it’s close to some reeds near the North shoreline of the lake.” 
 
   “You realize, Jennifer, that the girl he saw in the water may not be connected to our killer. Could have been a skinny dipper who swam too far from shore. Hell, it could be anybody.”
 
   “You’re right. It doesn’t fit our killer’s M.O. He has a propensity for posing the nude bodies of his victims at the site where he abducted them. So if he’s killed Brianna, we should find her body in a ditch near John Isaac’s place.”
 
   Doc Meade nodded in agreement. He accepted the thermos Jennifer handed him and poured hot coffee into a paper cup.
 
   “Besides,” Jennifer added as she searched the blue sky for clouds. “It’s not raining.”
 
   ***
 
   Propped up on pillows in his bed, Tim ended his call with Lane and placed his cell phone back on the table. He leaned back against the pillows and thought he should get out to Bear Lake, but couldn’t muster the energy. He listened to the sound of running water, as his wife, Megan entered the shower.
 
   Tim always hated it when anything interrupted his Saturday morning ritual with Megan. They’d made a pledge during their honeymoon years ago that Saturday mornings belonged to the two of them, to have breakfast in bed, and then make love for hours. With his demanding career and caring for a small daughter, there had been a couple of Saturday mornings they’d missed. But they were few and far between. 
 
   He imagined Megan naked in the shower and felt a hot jolt of lust surging through his veins. Tim pulled a box of matches out of a drawer, got out of bed and quietly crept to the bathroom where he lit every candle. He then flipped the light switch off, removed his boxer shorts and pulled back the shower curtain.
 
   “Well, hello, big boy,” Megan said. “What took you so long?”
 
   Tim crushed her to him and hungrily kissed her as he angled their bodies under the water, until it sluiced over them. He kissed her over and over until heat flowed in his veins, straight to his erection. 
 
   Megan’s hands began a slow massage with lemony shower gel that started with his shoulders, moving down until her fingers caressed the hard muscles in his back, as her breasts moved against him, driving him wild with desire. Pushing him against the shower wall, her hands went to work on his chest and pecs; her fingers making gentle circular motions with the gel. She slid her hand down and grinned at the very male moan that came from the deep of his chest when she touched him. His senses reeled as if short-circuited. Turning off the water with one hand, he reached for towels with the other. As quickly as he could manage it, the two were on the bed and he was exploring and worshiping every part of his wife’s body, trying to communicate he loved her as much today as the day they got married. 
 
   ***
 
   Jennifer leaned against a tree, impatiently tapping her foot. They’d been at the boat ramp for close to three hours, and they hadn’t found a body. She was beginning to suspect Charlie Barnett was either senile, or had never seen a woman’s body in the lake in the first place. This had better not be a wild goose chase, or Charlie could find himself on a personal tour of a jail cell. Jennifer looked across the lake to the boat’s latest stop and glanced at her watch. Suddenly, Jennifer’s cell phone vibrated in her jacket pocket.
 
   “Brennan.”
 
   Lance Brody’s voice sounded through the phone. “We just found her. Blake’s bringing her up now. She’d been thrown in with a thick logger chain wound around her body, and got stuck to the branches of a fallen tree at the bottom.”
 
   “Is it Brianna Hayden?”  Jennifer wanted to know.
 
   “Won’t be able to tell until we get her onboard.”
 
   Jennifer disconnected the call, and shoved the cell back in her pocket. She called out to Doc Meade, as Karen Katz joined him. “They found the body. They’re coming back as soon as they have her onboard.”
 
   Doc Meade and Karen Katz got up and walked to the boat ramp to wait. Jennifer pulled a stack of towels from the back of the SUV and joined them. 
 
   As soon as they were close enough, Blake and Lance jumped off the boat, then pulled it onto the boat ramp while a deputy ran to get the trailer. Charlie Barnett jumped out of the boat and ran to the nearest tree, where he braced himself as he vomited.
 
   Doc Meade’s two assistants scurried next to the boat with a gurney, lined with an open body bag.
 
   “Blake, is it Brianna?” asked Jennifer.
 
   Blake nodded with disappointment.  He took a towel from her and rubbed his hair and face with it.
 
   The coroner assistants wheeled Brianna’s body up the ramp, then Doc Meade bent over her. “Her body hasn’t been in that lake any more than a few hours. It’s in a relatively good condition, not like the swollen messes we usually find after the victim’s been in the water for days or weeks.”
 
   He arranged the body on its side. “Take a look at this. Same ligature marks on her neck.”  
 
   Blake and Jennifer rushed to his side.
 
   “See her back and bottom. There are only one or two lacerations where he hit her with the belt. He’d beaten the other victims so much their behinds looked like raw hamburger. What made him change his M.O.? “ 
 
   ***
 
   Hands gripped on the steering wheel, Blake rushed back to the house so he could shower, change, and take Jennifer to the hospital for her follow-up appointment at one o’clock. Lane had threatened to put her on leave until she brought him a release from her doctor.  
 
   The waiting room was packed with anxious people clicking the keys on their laptops, rustling through magazines, or playing games on their cell phones. Blake nearly groaned out loud when someone turned the channel of the large flat-screen on the wall to CSN. What he didn’t need today was to hear from armchair experts and talking heads about Brianna going missing, and how the sheriff’s department could do a better job. 
 
   Itching with anxiety, he moved to the window to look outside. He’d always disliked hospitals, but since Jennifer’s recent stay, he’d begun to detest them. Checking his watch, he noted that Jennifer had been with the doctor for fifteen minutes. Someone tapped him on the shoulder and he whipped around. 
 
   “Down boy, it’s only your sister,” Carly said. “Guess Jennifer’s still with the doctor and that’s what has you so tense.”  
 
   “You must be psychic, Carly.”  Blake grumbled. 
 
   “Come buy me a cup of bitter coffee and a stale sandwich in the cafeteria. We need to talk.” 
 
   The cafeteria Saturday special was baked chicken, mashed potatoes and green beans. Blake carried two plates, along with two Cherry Cokes, to the table where Carly waited. “Sorry, they were all out of stale sandwiches. Hope this will do,” he said. She was shuffling through a folder stuffed with papers and barely noticed him. 
 
   “Earth to Carly.”  
 
   “What? Hey, that looks good for hospital food. I’m starving.”  She watched as he set the plates, cans, and napkin-rolled silverware on the table. She unrolled her silverware and dug in. “Cherry Coke? I haven’t had one of these since high school.”  
 
   “I figured you needed the sugar for energy. Did you get any sleep at all last night?”  
 
   “Nope. I’m used to it. FBI agents never sleep,” she responded with a mouth full of food. 
 
   “Something’s off,” said Blake aloud. It had been bothering him since Doc Meade pointed it out on the boat ramp. “The killer deviated from his M.O. with Brianna.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “He killed her, but without the tortuous belt beatings the others suffered. In addition, he dumped her body in a lake, whereas he’d posed the naked bodies of his first two victims in the park where he had abducted them.”
 
   “Those are some definite changes from his usual preferences. Anything else?”
 
   “Yes, he didn’t wait for rain.” 
 
   “The only thing I can think of that would make him change his M.O. is that something freaked him out. All of his preferences for the way he abducts, tortures, murders and dumps his victims are very comfortable for him because he’s successfully used them for years without getting caught.”  She stared at him for a moment then continued, “Blake, keep a close eye on Jennifer. He’ll try to get to her again. Is there any way you can move her into a safe house?”
 
   “You’ve met Jennifer. What do you think?”
 
   “I can’t criticize her. I’d probably react the same way,” admitted Carly. “Listen, I have some news for you. We got some hits in ViCAP.”  
 
   “Really?” asked Blake. “Got to tell you how mad I am at myself for not running the M.O. through myself. We kept coming up with local suspects. Not a good excuse though, and it sure won’t happen again.” 
 
   “No one’s blaming you, Blake. Let it go,” said Carly. “In the past five years, there have been five murders with your killer’s M.O. in Ohio. All victims were women in their twenties, tortured over a period of time with belt beatings, then murdered and dumped nude in state parks posed in a praying position.”  
 
   “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me. Five?”  
 
   “Five. Like your case, there was no trace evidence and no witnesses. I tracked down a detective in Columbus who worked two of the cases. He said he always thought the killer worked in some capacity in one of the state parks, but could never find enough evidence to arrest anyone.” 
 
   Blake shook his head with disgust. “With our three victims, that makes eight women who have lost their lives to this sick bastard. It’s got to end.”  
 
   Carly reached over and lightly patted his arm. “You’ll catch him, Blake. I know you will.”  She paused. “There’s something else. I got a call from my supervisor in Tampa. He’s assigning me a new case — an abduction of a four-year-old boy. My plane leaves in a couple of hours. 
 
   “Damn it, Carly. It seems like you just got here.” 
 
   “I know, but duty calls. Tell Jennifer I said good-bye, and I want to hear from you the minute you nab your killer.” 
 
   “Promise.”  
 
   Blake hugged his sister and walked her to the elevator where they said good-bye in the lobby. After finding out from the desk nurse that Jennifer was still with the doctor, Blake headed back to the waiting area. 
 
   His cell phone buzzed. 
 
   “Blake Stone.”  
 
   “Blake, this is Karen Katz. I meant to tell you something at the boat ramp, but I forgot.”  
 
   “What’s that?”  
 
   “There was a latent print on that syringe you gave me that was filled with Rohypnol.”  
 
   “Are you sure? The perp was wearing latex gloves.”  
 
   “He must not have been wearing them when he filled the syringe,” Karen reasoned. 
 
   “I hope you’re not kidding me, because that’s the best news I’ve gotten in a while.”  
 
   “Nope, I never kid about forensics. I just sent it to IAFIS and should have results within the hour.”  
 
   “Excellent. Jennifer and I are headed to the office soon. See you there.”  
 
   He’d barely gotten his cell phone back in his pocket when Jennifer appeared in the waiting room, waving a doctor’s release form in the air.
 
   ***
 
   Megan Brennan played an old disco CD and danced around her kitchen. She opened the refrigerator and pulled out a quart of milk, a bowl of potato salad, mayonnaise, and slices of turkey, laying each item on the counter. She snagged the loaf of bread and began making turkey sandwiches. 
 
   It was Saturday and her husband had made mad, crazy love to her a few hours before. Tim had just called to say he’d be home for lunch, and she intended to feed him a delicious meal, then seduce him until he dragged her back to their bedroom.
 
   Megan heard the doorbell, so she wiped her hands on a dishcloth and walked through the living room to the front door. 
 
   Opening the door, she stood face-to-face with a young man whose ruggedly handsome face was vaguely familiar.
 
   “Good morning, Mrs. Brennan. From the look on your face, I’m guessing you don’t remember me.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” she apologized.
 
   “I’m Damon Mason. Remember, you came to my dad’s funeral.”
 
   Dick Mason’s son? How could she have forgotten? “I’m so sorry, Damon. Of course, I remember you.”
 
   “If I could just have a minute of your time,” he began, nervously glancing at a truck that sped down the street.
 
   Before Megan could respond, he pushed past her standing in the foyer, and walked into the living room. She’d intended to tell him she was too busy this morning to chat, but as long as he was here, she decided to sit with him in the living room to listen to what he had to say. Maybe the poor guy was still upset about his father’s death. Megan closed the front door and entered what was now a darkened living room. Why had Damon closed her window blinds?
 
   Once her eyes adjusted to the change in light, she noticed he stood near the sofa, smiling from ear-to-ear. There was something about his smile that conflicted with the evil glint in his eyes, and sent a shiver up her spine. He pulled his hand from behind his back to reveal a long hypodermic needle. Before Megan could scream, he plunged it into her neck, her vision pixeling before going solid black as she slumped to the floor.
 
   ***
 
   Back at the office, Jennifer fired up her computer, went to her email, and groaned at the number of messages she’d received after missing two days of work. It took her an hour to read and respond to each one.
 
   Though she didn’t think she’d find anything, Jennifer checked Brianna’s bank records for any withdrawals after she went missing, but found no activity at all. She would have been surprised if she’d found anything. Brianna’s killer didn’t want her money; he wanted her to suffer, for some sick reason known only to himself.
 
   Then Jennifer crossed her fingers and checked for cell phone activity. If Brianna’s cell phone had been turned back on, they could track her through her phone’s GPS. No such luck. There had been no use of the phone since around the time Brianna disappeared. The frustration tore a hole in her stomach. How many more women would die before they caught their killer?
 
   Jennifer sent Blake a text, asking for Carly’s phone number. She couldn’t let Carly leave town without talking to her. Jennifer doodled on a piece of paper as she waited for Blake to text her Carly’s phone number. Previously, he had briefed her on Carly’s ViCAP findings. There was something about the murders in Ohio that tugged at her brain. A beep sounded to announce Blake’s text with Carly’s number.
 
   Jennifer reached Carly on her first try. “Carly, I’m sorry you have to leave so soon.”
 
   “Hey, I’m happy to be off administrative leave. Not having a case was making me a little crazy.”
 
   “Carly, thank you for all the work you did on our case.”
 
   “All I want is for the information to help you find your killer,” Carly responded. “Jennifer, Blake told me about how your killer deviated from his usual behaviors with Brianna’s murder.”
 
   “Yes, he mentioned that.”
 
   “Your killer didn’t take time with Brianna to torture her, as was his preference. Therefore, it’s unlikely he got his usual sexual satisfaction from her killing. That concerns me, as does the fact he dumped her body in a lake, as opposed to posing her at the site where she was abducted. He may be losing control.”
 
   “What does that mean?” Jennifer asked.
 
   “It means something happened to knock him out of his comfort zone. Something freaked him out, and I fear he’ll take risks he wouldn’t ordinarily take. He’ll become more dangerous.”
 
   “Good. I want him to make some mistakes that will help us catch him.”
 
   “Jennifer, why do you think he focused on you? He broke into your home to leave Catherine’s cell phone. And at great risk, he tried to get to you in the hospital,” said Carly.
 
   “I don’t know, and believe me, I’ve thought about it. Until Evan Hendricks’ shooting, the media did not connect my name with the case. So how could he know I was assigned to it?”
 
   After a moment, Carly said, “Please take extra precautions for your safety. He will come for you again, sooner than later.”
 
   “Don’t worry about me. Despite what my dad and Blake may think, I can take care of myself.”
 
   “If I were you, I wouldn’t take any walks by myself in your area parks anytime soon,” joked Carly half-heartedly. She didn’t want to think about anything happening to Jennifer. It would destroy her brother.
 
   “Wish you could stay longer so we could spend more time together,” Jennifer lamented.
 
   “That makes two of us. Maybe you and Blake could fly to Florida when all this is over.”
 
   “Sounds like a plan.”
 
   “Before we hang up, Jennifer, I have to ask you to promise to do something.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Tell my brother you’re in love with him. He needs to know.”
 
   ***
 
   Tim got out of his car and had his keys out to open the back door when he realized it was standing ajar. That’s odd. But he dismissed the tingling in the back of his neck by reasoning Megan may have gone to the garage for something, and thought she’d closed and locked the door. Tim slipped into the kitchen and called out for Megan. He noticed the food on the counter, rolled up a piece of turkey, and bit off a chunk. Wandering into the front of the house, he noticed the darkened living room.  
 
   “Megan, I’m home. Hey, what’s going on in the living room? We never have the blinds closed.”  His wife loved sunlight. As soon as she woke up in the morning, she opened the blinds and draperies on every window in the house. The only time they were closed was at night, and that time she was in the hospital with her heart attack.
 
   He stepped into the foyer where he noticed the front door was unlocked. Hell, Megan was more security-conscious than he was. First the back door, now the front? There was no way she’d leave either door unlocked. He froze. The alarm slammed into his stomach like a gut-punch. Something was very, very wrong. He pulled out his service weapon.
 
   “Megan! Where are you?” he shouted as he raced up the stairs to the second level. He continued to shout Megan’s name as he checked each bedroom and bathroom without finding her.
 
   Tim sprinted down the stairs to the first floor, to the den, then the family room where the flat-screen TV above the fireplace was on, but no Megan. He ran back to the kitchen, glancing at the items lining the counter. 
 
   Dashing out the back door, he went to the garage and hoisted up the door. Megan’s car was still inside. After searching the back yard, Tim went to the front, looking up and down the sidewalk.
 
   He moved to Don and Nicole French’s house next door and pounded on the door. When Don answered, he asked, “Have you seen Megan?”
 
   “No, but I’ve been working in the basement on a new bookcase all morning.”  He called out for his wife who came to the door.
 
   Nicole smiled when she saw who was at the front door. “Hi, Tim. Good to see you.”
 
   Her husband slipped his arm around her. “Honey, have you seen Megan this morning? Tim’s looking for her.”
 
   “I haven’t seen Megan, but I noticed you had a visitor earlier,” Nicole began.
 
   “Visitor?” asked Tim.
 
   “Yes, I was doing the dishes and looking out my back window when I saw a truck pull in your driveway,” she said. “I only noticed it because I wondered why he backed so far up in your driveway, almost up to the garage door. It may have been nothing, but usually visitors to either of our houses park in front. The only people who park that close to the garage are Jennifer and you. Like I said, it was probably nothing.”
 
   “What kind of vehicle was it?” asked Tim, his heart in his throat.
 
   “Now I’m not good with cars,” Nicole paused, looking at her husband. “But I think it looked like the same thing Buck drives.”
 
   “My brother, Buck, drives a Jeep,” offered Don.
 
   A quick and disturbing thought hit Tim. “What color was it?”
 
   “It was brown and tan.”
 
   Tim flew to his car, his heart racing as he punched Lane’s number into his cell.
 
   “The killer has Megan!”
 
   ***
 
   Upstairs in Forensics, Blake impatiently drummed his fingers on Karen Katz’s desk while he waited for her phone conversation to end. Once it did, she reached for a file on her desk.
 
   “Hey, Blake. I know why you’re here.”  Karen said as she brushed her long bangs out of her eyes.
 
   “Did you get results on the latent print on the hypodermic?”
 
   “Sure did.”
 
   His heart in his throat, Blake asked, “Past offender?”  With the number of murders under his belt, this guy had to have been arrested for something in his past.
 
   “Nope. This guy’s prints were only in the system because he works for the Indiana Department of National Resources in the Division of State Parks and Reservoirs.”
 
   “Shit! Who is he?”
 
   “Damon Mason,” Karen declared.
 
   “Dick Mason’s son? Are you sure?” Blake asked in disbelief. Even as Karen nodded, his mind raced. How could a twenty-year detective on the force have a son who would commit these heinous acts? He searched his memory to the day of Dick’s funeral, which was the last time he saw Damon. He seemed cold and stoic, but Damon never left his father’s casket. Blake remembered telling Damon how sorry he was about his loss and that his dad was a good man. 
 
   Just then, Karen’s supervisor called her to his office. Still stunned, Blake sat in Karen’s guest chair, thinking about Carly’s profile of the killer, and how she’d said he’d be very familiar with the area parks. Well, Damon Mason worked in them every day. The son of a bitch used the local parks, meant for recreation, as a hunting ground for young women. He was everything Carly described:  good-looking, athletic, normal, and unthreatening.
 
   But was he jumping to conclusions? That Damon was the man who attacked Jennifer in the hospital didn’t mean he was a serial killer. Did it?
 
   Blake pulled out his cell phone and dialed the State Parks and Reservoirs human resources director he’d talked to the night before. 
 
   “Barry, this is Blake Stone. We talked last night. I need your help, and please don’t make me get a subpoena to get it. Time is of the essence.”
 
   “I heard you found Brianna’s body,” Barry murmured sympathetically. “Do we agree the information we discuss didn’t come from me?”
 
   “Agreed. You employ a conservation officer by the name of Damon Mason. What can you tell me about him?”
 
   “Hold on a second while I find his file.”  Blake heard some papers rustling, then Barry returned to the phone. “Here it is. What do you want to know?”
 
   “How long has he worked for you?”
 
   “Looks like about six months.”  
 
   A muscle flicked in his jaw as Blake gripped his cell and asked, “Does he drive tan and brown Jeep?”
 
   “Sure. All the conservation officers have them.”
 
   “What about ATVs? Does he have access to them?”
 
   “Sure. Of course he does.”
 
   Sickened, Blake shook his head as he thought about how easy it was for Damon to get the bodies back into the park using an ATV with a cart, driving the service roads. Even if he had been seen, people wouldn’t give a conservation officer on an ATV a second thought. Just like the night he used one when he abducted Tiffany Chase.
 
   “Do you have his resume in the file to see where he worked before coming here?”
 
   After a moment, Barry said, “His resume lists his last job in a state park in Ohio where he worked for five years.”
 
   “Where he murdered five women...”
 
   ***
 
   Ending the call, Blake flew out of the room and bounded down the stairs so he could tell Lane that Damon Mason was their killer. He got to Lane’s office but the door was closed and his admin wasn’t at her desk. This couldn’t wait, he thought as he burst through the door. Lane and Tim sat at Lane’s small conference table. Fatigue was settling in pockets under Tim’s eyes and he looked upset.
 
   “What’s going on?” Blake asked Tim.
 
   “The killer has Megan and I don’t even know where to start looking since we don’t know who the bastard is.”
 
   “Yes, we do,” blurted Blake.[bookmark: _Toc336869037]
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Ten
 
    
 
   Jennifer poured hot coffee into her mug then snagged a homemade chocolate-chip cookie baked by one of the deputy’s wives. She chatted with Joey Fields, one of the new recruits, who also nabbed a cookie, declaring there were absolutely no calories in it.
 
   As Jennifer got closer to her cubicle, she realized her desk phone was ringing so she hastened to get it. 
 
   “Jennifer Brennan.”
 
   “Jennifer, this is Damon Mason.”
 
   Jennifer rolled her eyes. She still hadn’t shaken her initial negative impression of Damon. And she’d tried because she’d cared so much about his father. She picked up her pen to doodle on a notepad, which she usually did when she was on the phone.
 
   “What can I do for you?” she asked.
 
   “I just found something my father left for you.”  His voice sounded breathless like he had run into the room to call her. 
 
   “Your dad left something for me?”  That was odd. Why was she just now hearing about it?
 
   “Yes, I just found it while I was looking through his things,” Damon explained. “I think you’ll want to see it right away.”
 
   “See what? What did Dick leave for me?”
 
   “It’s a letter addressed to you. I found it taped under one of his dresser drawers. The outside of the envelope says that you must read the letter inside immediately following his death.”
 
   “Oh, my God,” Jennifer exclaimed. Thinking of her old partner made tears well up in her eyes. She still missed him terribly. “Where are you, Damon?”
 
   “I’m at Dad’s house. His attorney told me this morning that Dad left it to me. I was going through his things when I found the letter. You’ll come to read it, won’t you? I have this feeling it’s important.”
 
   “Yes, I’ll be there soon.”  Jennifer hung up the phone, grabbed her purse and walked around the corner to tell Blake. He wasn’t at his desk. She looked toward Lane’s office and noticed the door was closed. Maybe Blake was with him.
 
   Blake was going to have a fit when he found out she went out alone, but damn it, she was a trained officer. She could take care of herself.
 
   Finding a pen on his desk, Jennifer wrote him a short note saying she had an errand to run, and would be back soon.
 
   ***
 
   Tim, Lane, and Blake studied a map of Deer Run State Park. Blake used a marker to circle the cabin where Barry said Damon Mason lived. 
 
   “It will take up to sixty minutes to deploy the on-duty and off-duty officers on the SWAT team. Depending on the traffic, and factoring in the curves in the road, it should take the SWAT team a maximum of twenty additional minutes to reach Damon’s cabin,” said Lane.
 
   “Deploy them! And tell Andy to get the copter ready.” said Tim. If Damon Mason had Megan, Tim needed to get her checked out at the hospital as soon as he could. With her heart condition, he could take no chances. And if the son of a bitch hurt her, he’d pay.
 
   Adrenalin rushing through them, Tim and Blake raced from Lane’s office to put on their Kevlar vests and grab their protective helmets, while Lane did the same. They’d go up in the copter while Lane directed the SWAT team from the ground. 
 
   In his cubicle, Blake ripped off his jacket and put on the Kevlar vest. He was about to call out for Jennifer when he noticed a post-it note stuck to his phone. He pulled it off and saw it was a message from Jennifer. Gone to do an errand? She couldn’t be serious. What was it about laying low did she not understand? That’s just what the killer wanted, for Jennifer to be out-and-about alone. Damn it.
 
   Blake fished his cell phone out of his pants’ pocket and dialed her number.  As he listened, he heard a ringing sound from the other side of the cubicles. He walked to the other side and stopped when he got to Jennifer’s office. Her cell phone was ringing from where it was lying on top of her desk.
 
   Blake called dispatch to page Jennifer. “If she doesn’t respond, send out a BOLO for her. Tell deputies to stop her car and get in contact with me immediately. Her life may be in danger.”
 
   Blake headed for the stairwell and he raced up to the roof to the helicopter pad.
 
   ***
 
   Jennifer turned onto County Road 47, slowing down to adjust to driving on the gravel road. She couldn’t imagine what Dick would have wanted to tell her in a letter. He wasn’t a letter-writing kind of guy. Most of the time, she couldn’t even get him to use email to communicate at work.
 
   The last time she’d traveled this gravel road was the day they’d found Dick Mason, dead, his house filled with carbon monoxide fumes. The thought of Dick feeling so lost that he’d taken his own life filled Jennifer with sadness, and her eyes welled with unshed tears.
 
   Jennifer pulled into Dick’s driveway and thought she saw someone standing in the living room picture window. But when she looked again, there was no one there. As she drove closer, she noticed a tan and brown vehicle parked in Dick’s open garage. The word “Jeep” was written in large letters in the center of the black spare tire cover. A dark, ominous thought flashed in her brain. A tan and brown Jeep was the vehicle John Isaac saw parked along the road by his property the night Brianna Hayden disappeared. 
 
   Her heart skipped a beat as she remembered Carly’s profile. The killer was very familiar with the areas parks and recreation areas. Who would be more familiar than a conservation officer? Her hand resting on her holstered Glock, Jennifer quietly opened her driver’s side door and crept into the garage. Painted on the Jeep’s door was a logo for the Division of State Parks and Reservoirs. Oh, my God. The killer couldn’t be Damon, could it? Not Dick’s son.
 
   She had to call Blake and get back-up. Jennifer patted each of her pockets. Where was her cell phone? She swung around to search for it in the SUV and slammed into the hard wall of Damon Mason’s chest.
 
   “What are you doing out here?” asked Damon.
 
   “Oh, nothing. Just wondering where Dick’s car was.”
 
   He responded quickly. “Sold it at auction about a month ago.”
 
   “Oh, that explains it.”
 
   “Does it?” He eyeballed her suspiciously as he pulled his service revolver out of his holster, pointing it at her. “I’ll take your gun, Jennifer.”
 
   Jennifer hesitated, weighing her options.
 
   “Now!” he shouted. “Pull it out slowly, place it on the ground, then gently slide it over to me with your foot.”
 
   Jennifer bit her lip, slid her Glock out of her holster, and did what he asked. What choice did she have?
 
   “So what’s going on, Damon?”
 
   “You’ll find out soon enough. Go into the house.”  Holding his gun against her back, he pushed her up the porch steps and through the open front door. He closed and locked the door behind him. “Oh, I nearly forgot. We have another guest that I’m sure you’ll want to see.”
 
   Jennifer arched her eyebrow questioningly. “Who?”
 
   Instead of answering he shoved her toward the kitchen. In the center of the room, on a long oaken table, lay her mother, fully clothed, but unconscious and restrained with duct tape.
 
   “Mom!” she screamed. She ran to her mother’s side, pulling at the duct tape so she could get to her wrist to check her pulse. “You fucking monster, what have you done to her?!”  
 
   “Better watch yourself, Jennifer. You don’t want to get me angry.”
 
   “Why is she unconscious? What did you do to her?” she demanded as tears shot from her eyes.
 
   He just smirked and shrugged his shoulders.
 
   “You injected her with Rohypnol, didn’t you? How much did you give her? She has a heart condition.”  Jennifer ripped at the duct tape on her mother’s wrist with her long fingernails until she could free one arm. She pressed her fingers on Megan’s wrist to find a pulse. She found one but it was very slow.
 
   Jennifer glared at Damon and said, “We need to get her to a hospital. She’s had a heart attack before, and I don’t know how the drug is affecting her.”
 
   “Sounds like you have a problem, Jennifer,” Damon said. “Now get your ass to the living room so we can have a talk. Then later, I’ll see if a good beating with a belt will wake Mommy. You can watch.”
 
   ***
 
   Blake and Tim watched from the police helicopter overhead as Lane reviewed Damon Mason’s background and suspected offenses — as well as the layout of the area surrounding his cabin — with his SWAT team. He also laid out two contingency plans to capture Damon Mason, one with hostages, and one without. Equipped with their weaponry, they got into a black van and headed toward Deer Run State Park.
 
   Flying ahead, the police helicopter was approaching Deer Run State Park when Blake’s cell phone vibrated.
 
   “Blake, this is Ginny from Dispatch with an update on your BOLO request. We have not been able to locate Jennifer Brennan.”
 
   “Thanks, Ginny. Tell them to keep looking.”
 
   “What’s that all about?” asked Tim.
 
   “Jennifer left me a note at the office, telling me she’d gone out for an errand. I tried calling her, but she’d forgotten her cell phone at the office. I put a BOLO on her, but no one has found her yet.”
 
   “So you’re telling me that my wife and only daughter are missing?”  Tim raked his fingers through his hair. The women he held most dear were gone — both at risk from a serial killer who would not think twice about snuffing out their lives.
 
   ***
 
   Following them from the air, Blake and Tim watched as the van carrying the SWAT team parked off the road about a half-mile from the cabin. The officers jumped from the van and crept through surrounding wooded area until they were able to form a perimeter around the cabin. 
 
   Blake’s heart was racing when he pointed at Damon’s cabin, as they hovered overhead. There were no cars in the driveway, but that didn’t mean the suspect wasn’t hiding inside. 
 
   From the ground, Lane swept the length of the cabin with a pair of high-powered binoculars, but saw no movement inside or out. From the helicopter, Tim used the thermal imaging camera to make visible any objects that emit heat. Like Lane, he found nothing.
 
   Using a bull-horn, Lane urged Damon to come out because he was surrounded. When there was no answer, Lane signaled the team, which formed a single-file line, each person poised low-to-the-ground while approaching the cabin.
 
   On the porch, the point man breached the door and threw in a flash bang. The grenade exploded in a flash of light and a loud boom to disorient any suspect inside the cabin. As each team member entered the cabin, he or she quickly dropped into position in the area of responsibility Lane had discussed with them earlier. Soon they had cleared each room of the cabin. Damon Mason was not there.
 
   ***
 
   Blake’s cell phone vibrated again. Filled with frustration about not finding Damon, he yanked it out of his pocket and barked, “Blake Stone.”
 
   “Detective Stone, this is Carl Freeman. Do you remember me? I was Dick Mason’s neighbor.”
 
   “Listen, Mr. Freeman, this is not a good time.”
 
   “I understand. I guess I should have called nine-one-one,” Carl apologized.
 
   Blake’s curiosity kicked in. “What’s going on, Mr. Freeman?”
 
   “It could be nothing, but I just drove past Dick Mason’s place and there are cars in the driveway. I’m worried someone is breaking into the place.”
 
   Blake pushed the cell’s speaker button so Tim could hear the conversation.
 
   “Did you say there are vehicles at Dick Mason’s house?”
 
   “Yes, sir. There’s an SUV in the driveway and some sort of vehicle in the open garage that I didn’t get a good look at,” he explained. “Do you want me to go back and check it out?”
 
   “No!”  Blake shouted. “We’re on our way. Don’t leave your house, Mr. Freeman.”
 
   ***
 
   Jennifer glared at Damon from the sofa in the living room, and cursed herself for the hundredth time for not waiting for Blake. How could she have been such an idiot! Now she was trapped by a sociopathic serial killer, and her mother may lie dying in the other room. She had to think of a way to disarm him. 
 
   Damon was pacing, going to the window to look out, then coming back. Then doing it again. He was showing signs of paranoia, which could work for her, or against her.
 
   “I know about your mother, Damon,” Jennifer said. 
 
   “You don’t know shit,” he exclaimed.
 
   Jennifer spoke softly as if she sympathized with him. “I know she abused you. She beat you with a belt when you were just a child and couldn’t defend yourself.”
 
   “Shut up!”  He swung around from his stance by the window. 
 
   “It must have been horrible for you, with no one to protect you from her,” said Jennifer. “I know your dad felt terrible about leaving you behind.”
 
   “You’ve got to be kidding me. My father knew he was leaving me with a monster, but he left anyway. He cared only for himself.”
 
   “You’re wrong, Damon, he told me...”
 
   He cut her off. “So the old man felt a little guilt. So what? He abandoned me and didn’t give a flip about how I suffered in her hands. But he paid. I made sure he did. Once he sucked down that cup of valium-laced coffee and passed out, I turned his car on in the garage. Good-bye Daddy.”
 
   “You murdered Dick? You killed your own father?”  Jennifer’s accusing voice stabbed the air.
 
   ***
 
   Tim talked to Lane from the copter. “We think Mason is at his father’s home on Route 47. Jennifer may be there, too. It’s at least thirty minutes driving the SWAT van, but we can cut that time in half by flying.”
 
   “We’re right behind you,” said Lane as he and his team ran back into the van.
 
   Tim turned to the pilot, “How many body harnesses do you have onboard?”
 
   “I mean no disrespect, sir,” Andy began. “But when was the last time either of you rappelled out of a helicopter?”
 
   “Not a concern, officer. How many?”  Tim’s voice was gruff and demanding.
 
   “There are two special ops harnesses and two rescue vests in the back,” Andy replied.
 
   Tim searched until he found the two special ops harnesses and threw one to Blake. 
 
   “I know the house,” said Blake. “Dick has a huge front yard, but it’s pretty open. Stretching from the small backyard, there’s about a mile of woods, then a clearing with a small pasture for horses. We can rappel there.”
 
   Tim nodded and Andy aimed the copter toward Route 47.
 
   ***
 
   “Your partner was a worthless piece of crap,” Damon exclaimed. “And so are you. I had you pegged the first time I saw you. You’ve been nothing but trouble to me. Do you think I don’t know it was you who sent those deputies to my cabin?
 
   “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
   He moved closer to her until his finger was wagging inches from her face. “You’re a lying bitch, just like the others.”
 
   Jennifer used the opportunity to swiftly extend one of her long legs to kick the gun out of Damon’s other hand. It sailed across the room and they both rushed toward it. Her hand was within an inch of reaching the gun when Damon grabbed her left arm. She swung her right fist up, then crashed it down to deliver a hard blow to the bridge of his nose. Blood sprayed, and he staggered backward as she dived for the gun. 
 
   Damon pulled at her feet, flipping her on her back. Big mistake. As she scooted away from him, he followed and she delivered a vicious kick to his groin. As he bent down, she chambered her fist, slamming it down to the cluster of nerves half-way between the side and the front of his neck. 
 
   As he slumped to the floor, she grabbed his service revolver and ran to the kitchen to help her mother.
 
   ***
 
   Terrifying the two horses in the pasture, Andy lowered the helicopter so both Blake and Tim could safely rappel to the ground. Then he circled the area as they had asked.
 
   Once they jumped the pasture fence, the men entered the woods, wading through thick grasses, bushes, weeds and debris as they headed toward Dick Mason’s house. At the edge of the trees, Blake aimed the thermal imaging camera toward the house.
 
   “There are two people in the kitchen,” he whispered to Tim as he aimed the camera to the front of the house. “There’s one in the front room.”
 
   Tim pointed to the front of the house to communicate he was going in that direction.  Low-to-the-ground, Blake moved to the back of the house. He angled himself to peer into a back window, but the curtains were closed. As he crept to the back stoop, he could hear Jennifer crying out. He kicked in the back door and came face-to-face with a revolver Jennifer pointed instinctively. She lowered the gun and he pulled her into his arms. That’s when he saw Megan Brennan restrained on the kitchen table. 
 
   “Where’s Damon?”
 
   “In the living room, unconscious.”
 
   Blake rushed to the table to help Jennifer remove the remaining duct tape from Megan’s wrists and ankles. When Blake tried to pull her into a sitting position, she slumped back to the table.
 
   “He’s injected her with Rohypnol,” Jennifer said, as she placed her ear near her mother’s face. “Her breathing has slowed. She needs medical treatment, Blake. Mom has a heart condition.”
 
   They both heard a commotion in the living room, but before they could respond, Damon appeared in the doorway with his arm tightened around Tim’s neck, and a gun pointed at the sheriff’s head.
 
   Both Jennifer and Blake stiffened, but refused to lower the guns they pointed at Damon.
 
   “Let my father go,” Jennifer demanded. “Let him go now!”
 
   “Go to hell, Jennifer. I don’t take orders from a bitch,” Damon growled in return. “Put your guns down on the floor, or Daddy gets it. Then Mommy.”
 
   With her finger on the trigger guard, Jennifer held her weapon in the firing position. She moved into the firing stance, with her feet shoulder-width apart and her left foot a step past her right, her dominant eye focused on Damon’s head. “Not going to happen, Damon. My gun stays where it is. Let go of my father.”
 
   At an impasse, Damon’s eyes darted from Jennifer to Blake and then back.
 
   Just as Jennifer inserted her trigger finger into the trigger guard, Tim delivered a punishing elbow jab into Damon’s rib cage, then he dropped to the floor. Recovering quickly, Damon aimed his gun at Tim, but before he could pull the trigger, a bullet from Jennifer’s gun slammed into Damon’s head. 
 
   Tim pushed Damon’s body off him, and checked his pulse. “He’s dead.”
 
   Blake took the gun from Jennifer’s shaking hands and slipped it in the back of his waistband. He then pulled Jennifer into his arms and held her until she stopped trembling.
 
   Tim whipped out his cell phone. “Andy, get that copter back here! My wife needs to be taken to the hospital.” 
 
   ***
 
   Frankie and Lane had a “Thank-God-Its-Over” cookout on a beautiful spring day. Anne and Michael Brandt were already there, as well as Tim and Megan Brennan, when Blake and Jennifer parked in the driveway. In the backyard, Lane hovered over his top-of-the-line gas grill that Frankie surprised him with on his last birthday, as Tim supervised the grilling of the steaks. Frankie pointed to a huge cooler filled with ice, beer, wine coolers, and sodas, telling Blake and Jennifer to help themselves.
 
   Michael and Anne sat in patio chairs on the lawn, watching the kids play with the dogs. Little Ashley scrambled after a ball thrown for the Giant Schnauzers, Harley and Hunter, to chase, inspiring five-year-old Michael Brandt, Jr. to lecture her on the fine arts of playing catch with dogs. When Ashley’s face puckered up and tears filled her eyes, Michael Jr.’s twin, Melissa, hugged the little girl and told her she could chase the ball if she wanted to. Michael Jr. shrugged his shoulders to demonstrate his frustration, then joined his dad to debate the subject.
 
   Frankie asked Megan about her hospital stay. 
 
   “The Rohypnol slowed down my breathing, so they gave me some oxygen and treated me with activated charcoal. I hate hospitals. I couldn’t wait to go home. I don’t know what all the fuss was about. I’m fine.”
 
   “Is it true about Rohypnol? That it causes you to forget what’s happened?”
 
   “I can’t remember a thing that happened after Damon Mason entered our home,” Megan replied. “I’m disappointed I missed all the exciting parts, like the ride in the helicopter to the hospital.”
 
   Tim joined them and said, “Personally, I could have lived without remembering all the exciting parts.”
 
   “Yeah, me, too,” said Blake. He glanced at Jennifer and wondered why she’d been so quiet all day. He put his arm around the back of her chair and stroked her arm gently with his fingers.
 
   Lane looked at the couple and asked, “So you two both have a week’s vacation. What are you going to do with it?”
 
   “We’re flying to Florida to see Carly, and I want to introduce Jennifer to my parents,” Blake said.
 
   Jennifer added, “I can’t wait to see Carly and get some sun. Florida beaches are beautiful.”
 
   “Is your counseling finished?”  Tim asked Jennifer. Per policy, all officers involved in a shooting were required to attend counseling sessions.
 
   “Yes, Dad,” she answered.
 
   “How’d it go?”
 
   “I’ll tell you what I told Dr. Shields. I don’t for a minute regret shooting that vicious killer.”
 
   Tim hugged his daughter and said, “You saved our lives that day.”
 
   “Dad, there’s something I want to do for Brianna’s little girl, Amanda.”
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “I want the money in the trust fund that Paul Vance left me to go to her,” Jennifer said. “I want Amanda to grow up, go to college, and do all the wonderful things in life that I’m sure Brianna wanted for her.”
 
   Michael spoke up. “If that’s what you want to do, I’ll help you make it happen.”
 
   ***
 
   After an impromptu softball game, where Jennifer skidded into home base for a home run, the party broke up and everyone headed home. Blake parked the SUV in front of Jennifer’s house and followed her inside. He noticed her scraped knee was bleeding, so he bounded up the stairs for the first aid kit.
 
   Blake found the first aid kit in her bathroom medicine cabinet where she said it would be. He pulled it from the shelf, and then closed the cabinet door. Somehow the kit slipped from his fingers and plopped into the small waste basket next to the sink. He plucked the kit from the waste basket. That’s when he noticed something and froze. There was a small plastic tube with the words “pregnancy test” written on its side. Pregnancy test? Slowly, he reached back into the can and held the plastic tube up so he could read the results.
 
   ***
 
   Jennifer heard him walk into the room, his footsteps heavy and slow. She turned to see if he had the first aid kit and what she saw sucked the air out of her lungs, as if she’d been punched in the chest.
 
   Blake stood in the doorway holding her plastic pregnancy test tube between his index finger and his thumb.  His eyes were glistening and his expression bore a seriousness she’d never seen before.  
 
   “I’m not going to ask you why you didn’t tell me. I’m not even going to ask you how long you’ve known. But I am going to answer the questions you haven’t asked.”  He tossed the plastic container onto the end table and moved a step toward her.
 
   “Yes, I want this baby,” he continued. “Yes. I can’t think of anything I want more than our little boy or girl.”  
 
   “Blake, I...”
 
   “There’s more that I want. I want you, this baby and me to be a real family. I want a house with a picket fence and a swing-set in the backyard. I want a front porch with a swing so we can sit out there and talk about our days, and make plans for our future.”  His large hand took her face and held it gently. “I want to spend my days knowing that I will spend my nights with you and our kids.”
 
   “I love you so much, Blake.”
 
   “Honey, I’m crazy about you. I want to marry you, Jennifer. I want us to make that lifetime commitment and keep it.”  Blake paused for a second. “Will you marry me? Will you trust me to be the man who will always be there for you?”
 
   In one forward motion, Jennifer was in his arms where he held her snugly, kissing her hard. 
 
   “I’ll take that as a ‘Yes’.” 
 
   ***
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   Chapter One
 
    
 
   “I know, I know.” I waved my hands in front of me trying to stop anything that was about to come out of Oscar Park’s mouth, but I knew it was useless. 
 
   He slammed the door of his patrol car, took his hat off, and then waved it towards my shed. . . my burning shed. “You know what?”
 
   Truth be told, I didn’t know much, but I did know how to handle Oscar Park. Especially when it came to personal matters. “I know I went a bit too far this time, but I really need to figure out this new cure.”
 
   Oscar grew up across the street, raised by his uncle, Police Chief Jordan Parks. Like me, well sort of like me, Oscar’s parents got killed in a car accident while my dad was shot in the line of duty.
 
   “A bit?” Oscar shook his head and pointed to the flames shooting up in the air. “Unless you want the new cure to blow someone up, I think you were using the wrong ingredients.”
 
   “Now, Oscar.” I shuffled out of the way of the zipping fire truck, and took a bite of the Ding Dong in my hand that I had grabbed on the way out of the shed when I knew it was going to combust. “Was it necessary to call in all of Locust Grove’s finest?”
 
   “Yes, June Heal.” Oscar wasn’t the ten-year-old boy who created havoc with me in that very shed while experimenting with my mom Darla’s homeopathic cures. Though his crystal blue eyes were sincere, I knew he meant business. “But you’ve done it this time. It’s a total loss.”
 
   I held the uneaten round end of the Ding Dong up to him and he took a bite. A big bite. I grumbled under my breath. He knew Ding Dongs are my go-to comfort food.
 
   Old Mac McGurtle came running through the herb garden I had planted after Darla died, screaming, “I told you she was going to set this whole town on fire if she kept mixing those chemicals.”
 
   Mr. McGurtle was always spreading gossip since Darla died about how I had turned A Dose of Darla, my homeopathic cure shop, into a fire hazard by putting all sorts of crazy concoctions together.
 
   “Settle down, Mr. McGurtle.” Jordan Parks snuck up behind us. “Thank you for calling us, and helping Ms. Heal save her business.”
 
   “Hhmph.” Mr. McGurtle threw his hands in the air and mumbled something under his breath. 
 
   “He’s the one who called?” I huffed, my bangs flew out of my eyes, and I crossed my arms. “He needs to mind his own business. And stop walking through my herb garden!”
 
   For a moment Mr. McGurtle and I stared at each other until Jordan stepped between us.
 
   The shed looked like it was going to be a total loss this time. All the other twenty times I set it afire I was able to save it. Luckily, I only used the shed to create new homeopathic cures using Darla’s old remedies. I kept the main ingredients in the basement of our old house. . .my house now.
 
   “I think you did it this time,” Jordan warned, half serious. He walked away shaking his head. He stopped briefly to talk to one of the guys from the fire department.
 
   “Not only have you done it this time, you’ve really pissed off a lot of your neighbors.” Oscar put his hat back on his head, and looked around at the neighbors gathering on the other side of the fence in my front yard. “They think you are as crazy as Darla was.”
 
   Darla Heal, my mother, was the creator of A Dose of Darla, homeopathic cures. And everyone called her Darla, even me, because she didn’t like to be referred to as Ms. Heal, Mrs. Heal or even Mom.
 
   “Well, the old saying is right then.” I snarled, studying every face gawking at me. They were just being nosy like always.
 
   “And what old saying it that?” Oscar asked.
 
   “The apple,” I pointed to myself, “doesn’t fall too far from the tree.”
 
   Oscar’s face split into a wide grin. “And we sure did have some fun times in there. But you’ve got to admit you’ve outgrown this place and selling your cures at the flea market.”
 
   I wish I had another Ding Dong. I listened to what he had to say. He was right. The retail space for A Dose of Darla had started in the shed until Darla moved it to a booth at the local flea market. She had all sorts of people coming to get her homeopathic cures. And she had been good at it.
 
   I spent most of my teenage years working Darla’s booth at the flea market with Oscar right next to me, and hated every moment of it. I always swore I’d never take over Darla’s business. As they say, never say never. When Darla died from an apparent heart attack, I did the only thing I could to take care of myself. I took over A Dose of Darla and began to experiment. 
 
   Most of the remedies needed to be updated, and since I had always been good in chemistry, I knew I could make them better. Making them better meant doing a lot of combinations of different things and not getting them to explode. Unfortunately, today was not a good mix of ingredients.
 
   “You know I don’t want to live in the country with all those scary noises.” I knew what Oscar was hinting at. 
 
   For weeks, he’d been begging me to get rid of this old house and move to a farm where I could make a real lab, so I could create my remedies the right way. Not in a shed.
 
   “Not in the country.” He leaned in a little closer, and said words tentatively as if testing the idea, “I stumbled upon a little village about thirty minutes from here when I went to check out a job opening. I have a good feeling about it. But keep it on the down low.”
 
   I drew back to take in his expression. “You can’t leave the police department here.” I was pretty good at reading him all these years, almost psychic, but the sun cast a shadow on his face, making it hard for me to see if he was serious.
 
   “Shhh.” He held his finger up to his lips. “I said down low, not out loud. I will be by tonight to tell you about it. And it really is something you need to consider.”
 
   He definitely had my wheels turning as I stood in a puddle of water created by the fire department in their efforts to save the shed, only their efforts had been a waste. Jordan informed me that the fire chief told him the shed was a total loss. As if I needed to be told. All that was left was the cement foundation. Who knew that Thea Sinensis mixed with Camellia was so flammable? I did now. Thank God, because the cure I had been making had been for me. I could really see Mr. McGurtle’s face if I had been blow up.
 
   I swear I saw Mr. McGurtle smiling all the way from his front yard. 
 
   “Excuse me! Excuse me!” a woman yelled from the other side of the fence. She waved when she caught my eye. “Yes, you!” She pointed at me.
 
   I was glad to see everyone but she had left. The show was finally over and I could get back to work. . . except I couldn’t. Not without the shed.
 
   The lady was someone I didn’t recognize. The floral A-line skirt was throwing me off a bit, but the black, lace-up booties were definitely awesome. The closer I got, the more she reminded me of a younger version of Meryl Streep, the blond hair was long and wavy like Meryl’s. Even her nose was small and pointed, only she had hazel eyes and sweeping lashes.
 
   “Are you Darla from A Dose of Darla?” She pointed her lace gloved fingers towards my home. 
 
   “I’m Darla’s daughter, June Heal.” I put my hand out, but she didn’t take it, so I pretended to rub them together. “Darla passed away a few years ago. Are you a friend?”
 
   It wouldn’t have been unusual for someone out of the blue to show up and visit with Darla. She had friends from all over. Darla was sort of a gypsy type. She believed in free spirit, holistic living, and open imagination. Darla taught me to be kind to everyone and everything. 
 
   “No.” She scrunched her nose. “Did you take over the business?”
 
   “I did.” Something in my gut made me wearily suspicious of her.
 
   “You sell something I might be interested in.” She lowered her thick dark lashes, and stared at me.
 
   “I, um, sell homeopathic remedies,” I muttered uneasily.
 
   Out of the corner of my eye, I could see Mr. McGurtle making his way back across the yard, as fast as his short legs could carry him. Through the herb garden. . .again.
 
   “I was interested in selling them in my store.” She pulled a business card out of the top of her glove. “Please come pay me a visit if you are interested. Good day.”
 
   I took the card from her fingers and we held a gaze for just a moment. Her eyes wandered over my shoulder. I turned around to find Mr. McGurtle giving her the wonky eye, which was his signature “don’t mess with me” look.
 
   When I turned back around, the strange woman was already in her car, pulling away from the curb.
 
   “Do you need something, Mr. McGurtle?” I sighed walking past him toward the house. 
 
   Meow, Mr. Prince Charming sat on the top wooden porch step, dragging his tail back and forth. He batted at the cicada darting in the air. 
 
   The bottom of his tail was always black from all the wagging he did. It amazed me how, otherwise, he was always pristinely white. I’d assume keeping clean would be difficult for most outdoor cats. But Mr. Prince Charming was not like any other cat I’d ever come across.
 
   “I promised Darla I’d keep a close eye on you,” Mr. McGurtle said, stomping after me. 
 
   Rolling my eyes, I made it up on the porch before he yelled, “I think you are causing more trouble in your adult life than when you were a kid.”
 
   For a moment I stood still, trying to think of an answer while Mr. Prince Charming did figure eights around my ankles, but decided to bite my tongue. It was easier not to argue with Mr. McGurtle.
 
   “Oh, Mr. Prince Charming, must you?” I bent down and flicked the dead cicada into the grass next to the steps with all the other dead ones he had killed. I swear he’s on a mission to whack every cicada in Locust Grove. If the cat only knew the town was named after the nasty bugs—he’d be in heaven. 
 
   I flung the screen door open, and Mr. Prince Charming ran into the house before me. I closed the door behind me. This was generally how Mr. McGurtle and I ended all of our conversations. 
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Two
 
    
 
   “You created quite a stir today,” said Oscar from the other side of the front porch screen door with a brown sac of food from our favorite Chinese restaurant in his hands. 
 
   He looked so different without his uniform on. It was hard getting used to seeing Oscar turn from a scrawny, lanky boy into the muscular hunk he’d become.
 
   Sometimes it was kind of awkward thinking about how it would feel to run my hands through his close cut dark hair, and squeeze a little bit of those muscles. And then I remember how weird it would be since he was really like a brother more than a friend. Still. . .he was easy on the eyes, and single.
 
   I opened the door, and took the bag. I could already taste the egg roll.
 
   “That’s how you greet me? Don’t you even care how I’m doing or how I feel about my chemistry lab going up in flames?” I stuck my nose in the bag and smelled the yummy goodness.
 
   “I’m sure you’ll be just fine, June.” He snatched the bag from underneath my nose and took it into the kitchen. “Tell me, were you careless or tired?”
 
   The wooden floors moaned when Mr. Prince Charming jumped off the old radiator that sat just inside the door. He was a sucker for good chicken fried rice. He danced down the hall with his long tail wagging in the air.
 
   “Neither.” Inwardly I shuddered at the thought of my carelessness. Though I knew he was right. I hadn’t been sleeping well. “I’m just a tad bit tired.”
 
   “Are you having nightmares again? Or should I say the dark circles under your eyes tell me you are having nightmares again?” He dropped down on the built-in bench and the cushion made a swoosh sound when all the air flew from its seams.
 
   Mr. Prince Charming took it as his cue to jump up and see what he was going to have for dinner, never mind the full bowl of cat food on the floor.
 
   “It’s that apparent?” I leaned and looked at my reflection in the microwave. I tapped underneath my eyes to see if it would help blood flow.
 
   “Is it the same?” 
 
   “Yep, the usual.” I got a couple of sodas out of the refrigerator, careful for him not to see my face. If I knew Oscar, he was going to study my every move, just like Darla did.
 
   As far back as I could remember I was having the same nightmare of me standing at the edge of a foggy lake looking down into the green murky water and seeing hands wrapped around someone’s neck. I always wake up before I can make out whether the person was a man or woman, and it was always the back of the person. The hands are never attached to arms, which really freaked me out. 
 
   No matter how much “fairy dust” Darla gave me, the nightmares still came in full force. 
 
   “And what are you doing to do about it?” Oscar popped open the can, and then pushed Mr. Prince Charming off the sturdy farm table. 
 
   Hiss. Mr. Prince Charming batted air in front of Oscar.
 
   “That is what I was trying to do when I blew up the shed.” I snickered as I remembered that I had folded the paper with Darla’s “Mr. Sandman Sprinkles” recipe and stuck it in my pocket right before the explosion. “I might’ve used a little too much Aconite.”
 
   I took the paper out, unfolded it and ran my hands over top it to try to get the creases out. Thank goodness I put it in my jeans, or it would’ve been ashes by now. I glanced over at the counter where Darla kept an old journal with all her remedies written in it, thinking I should probably either memorize them or make another copy just in case.
 
   30 c of Aconite, 6c Kali phos, 6c Nat suph, 3x passiflora, I continued to count the six ingredients needed on my fingers before Mr. Prince Charming batted at my egg roll while standing on his hind legs. 
 
   “No, no,” I shooed him away. “Go eat your food.”
 
   That was the problem. Since it had always been the two of us, and it was hard to cook for one person, I had always included Mr. Prince Charming.
 
   “How old is he anyway?” Oscar scowled.
 
   “Good question.” I thought back to first time I’d ever laid eyes on Mr. Prince Charming.
 
   Actually, it was a long time ago. It was on my tenth birthday. We didn’t have a lot of money and Darla had gotten me a birthday cake that read Happy Retirement Stu. She didn’t even bother scraping Stu’s message off. She was good at pretending it wasn’t even there, and the fact that there was a manager’s special sticker on it.
 
   All the same, it was a treat because Darla never let me eat any type of sweets growing up. Anyways, Mr. Prince Charming was unlike any other stray cat in our neighborhood, in which there were a lot of stray cats. He had on a faded collar with a tiny turtle charm dangling off it. The turtle had one green emerald stone for an eye and the other one missing. I didn’t care. It was beautiful.
 
   Oscar and I asked around if the cat belonged to anyone, but no one claimed him, and he just continued to hang around. Darla didn’t mind so he stayed. I got him a new collar and kept the charm for myself. Oscar had given me his mom’s old bracelet and I hung it from there. I’ve never taken it off my wrist.
 
   “Well, he’s definitely defied the nine lives belief.” Oscar couldn’t resist Mr. Prince Charming rubbing his tail along his calf. He bent down and ran his hand along the cat’s back.
 
   “Yes, he has.” I smiled remembering all the times Mr. Prince Charming had beat the odds over the past fifteen years and didn’t seem to age a bit.
 
   “I see Izzy stopped by.” Oscar put Isadora’s card back on the table, and then continued to work on his chopstick skills, but wasn’t having any luck. “Where’s a fork?”
 
   “How do you know her?” I asked as I pointed to the card after I gave him a fork. 
 
   “That’s what I was going to tell you about,” he said as he stuffed his mouth with a big forkful of rice.
 
   “She showed up after the fire debacle.” I picked up the card. I still hadn’t decided if I was going to see her or not. I knew I had to make a business decision whether to grow A Dose of Darla or keep it small. “She wanted to talk to me about putting my remedies in her shop. How do you know her?”
 
   I didn’t even know where she was located. The business card said Whispering Falls, but I’d never even heard of the place. I had even tried to Google it early in the day, but nothing came up.
 
   “It was the strangest thing. I was driving and came upon this small town.” Oscar’s strong jaw line clenched, he grew serious. “Whispering Falls is nothing like I’ve ever seen. It’s its own village of houses, shops, visitors, and is nestled in the woods.”
 
   “Where is it?” I asked. He shrugged, but still didn’t answer my question. “I tried looking it up and couldn’t find it.”
 
   If it was really as happening as he thought, maybe it was something I should check out. Going into one store wasn’t much work. How many homeopathic remedies could one little village sell?
 
   “It’s only twenty or thirty minutes away. Depending on how fast you drive.” He smiled, showing off those pearly whites his uncle Jordan had spent so much money on. “And you drive fast.”
 
   He was lucky. Darla did good taking me to the dentist every other year. Thanks to Oscar and his uncle, they kept me in floss and toothbrushes. Luckily, I had pretty straight teeth. According to Darla, I had gotten that quality from my dad.
 
   “I don’t let grass grow under my feet, that’s for sure.” 
 
   “I pulled into Whispering Falls to check it out. Izzy’s place was the first place I walked in. She was asking all sorts of questions about my uniform. She said the council was looking for a cop. We talked a little bit. She asked if I knew anyone who was into home remedies and I told her about the booth at the flea market.”
 
   Meow, meow. Mr. Prince Charming was begging for attention. I put a little rice in my fingers and let him lick it off.
 
   “So you gave some strange woman my address? I thought you were supposed to protect and serve?” I nervously laughed, half kidding, half not.
 
   Meow, meow. Mr. Prince Charming jumped up on the table and curled his tail around my nose.
 
   “What is wrong with you tonight?” I grabbed him and put him on the floor. He batted at the dangling charm from my wrist. “Stop.”
 
   My eyes narrowed, and I studied him for a moment. 
 
   “What’s up with him?” Oscar tilted his head to the side to get a better look at my disgruntled cat.
 
   “I have no idea. He’s been acting strange all afternoon.” I ignored Mr. Prince Charming. I wanted to get back to this Izzy person.
 
   Oscar stood up to throw away his trash. 
 
   It sucked that Isadora came on the day of the big fire. After seeing all the trouble I’ve caused the town, she might’ve changed her mind. No wonder she high-tailed it after she handed me her business card.
 
   “Did you take the job?” There was no way his uncle Jordan was going to hear of him leaving the Locust Grove police department. 
 
   “Not yet.” 
 
   “Did you tell Jordan?”
 
   “Nope. No need to just yet.”
 
   Now who was being aloof?
 
   “Are you really thinking about it?” 
 
   “What if I am?” His blue eyes narrowed speculatively. “I’m a big boy.”
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Three
 
    
 
   Last night before Oscar left, he gave me directions to Whispering Falls. They didn’t seem particularly hard to follow. And since the flea market was only open on the weekends, and my lab had burnt down, and I didn’t have anything to do with myself, I jumped in the Green Machine, my two-toned green ’88 El Camino and headed toward Whispering Falls.
 
   I’d never been this far out of Locust Grove. The roads twisted and wound around bends, making me drive much slower than I and the Green Machine were used to. 
 
   Oscar was right. About thirty minutes of swerves and curves, a clearing popped up as if it had magically appeared. 
 
   I pulled over to the side of the road to get a better view of the town. A calmness came over me, something familiar, like I’d been there before. 
 
   Nah. I shook the notion out of my head. This didn’t look like a place that was forgettable.
 
   “Welcome to Whispering Falls, A Charming Village,” read the old beat-up wooden sign. I smiled. It did have a ring to it.
 
   Mewl, mewl. Mr. Prince Charming crawled from underneath the seat and jumped next to me.
 
   “What are you doing here?” I picked him up, looked him square in the eyes, and warned him, “You are going to have to stay in the car.”
 
   But I knew better. Many times I’d tried to sneak out of the house over the past fifteen years, but Mr. Prince Charming always either followed me or mysteriously showed up. 
 
   The old Green Machine crept down the main street into Whispering Falls. Almost everyone on the sidewalks took time to stop what they were doing and wave at me. The town was just like Oscar described it. 
 
   It was as though someone came in and carved the town into the side of a mountain. The moss covered cottage shops were nestled deep in the woods, and had the most beautiful entrances I’d ever seen. 
 
   Each shop had a colorful awning, displaying its name over the top of the ornamental gated doors. It had a magical feel.
 
   Mr. Prince Charming’s paws were planted on the windowsill, and he stared out the window as if he knew this was a special place.
 
   I pulled the Green Machine into the parking space in front of Mystic Lights, the shop Isadora Solstice owned. I couldn’t wait to see what was inside. The outside was definitely mystic. The hunter green wood door was encased in the most beautiful stone archway. The heavy black metal door handles added to the old world charm. 
 
   “You stay here,” I told Mr. Prince Charming as if he understood me. I rolled the windows down a little to let some air in, not like I was going to be in there for a long period of time, but just in case. 
 
   With my purse strapped across my chest, I grabbed the cardboard box of homeopathic remedies from the bed of the El Camino and walked up the stone steps. I turned around to make sure the cat was okay, and he seemed to have found a nice sunny spot on the dash to curl up and nap.
 
   “Excuse me.” A petite round woman used her elbow to push me out of her way, and then opened the door. She looked back at me, gesturing with her stubby fingers. She snarled, “Well, are you coming in or just going to stand there in everyone’s way?”
 
   “I. . .yes. Thank you.” Tightly, I held onto the box as though it was my comfort and followed the woman inside. If my intuition was right, and generally it was, she was not a happy soul.
 
   I decided there was no way she could be a member of the Whispering Falls village. She certainly wasn’t friendly. This woman was short and her yellow turban didn’t look great perched on top of her short bleach blond hair. The green and purple cloak perfectly covered what seemed to be a plump-sized woman.
 
   “Izzy, you have company!” The woman ran her eyes up and down, taking in every inch of me. “And she’s not from here!”
 
   “I’ll be right out,” Isadora hollered from the back of the building.
 
   I smiled politely at the woman and sat my box of remedies on the glass counter. With my hands in my pocket, I walked around to see exactly what Isadora’s shop sold. 
 
   “Are you from another spiritual village?” There was a pensive shimmer in the shadows of her eyes.
 
   “A spiritual what?” I laughed. The only spiritual anything I ever got was going to church with Oscar and Uncle Jordan and from Darla’s little tidbits of Karma wisdom.
 
   “Um, hmm. I didn’t think so,” she replied with a heavy sigh and walked into the other room.
 
   I stood in the middle of some kind of light shop. Above our heads were all sorts of hanging lights with all sorts of crazy shade designs. Some with stained glass, some with globes, but mostly chandelier type. I wondered if most of the houses in Whispering Falls had these types of decorative lights. 
 
   I noticed a few snow globes in a glass case, but saw nothing to do with pharmaceuticals or remedies. They weren’t like any snow globes I’d seen before. A few were sparkly and the water was black, not clear like most of the snow globes I had seen. There was one snow globe that lit up every time I tilted my head to the side. I leaned in closer, to get a better look.
 
   Ah! I jumped when a face appeared. 
 
   “Boo!” The globe radiated purple with yellow lines rotating around like there was static in it and then went black.
 
   I squeezed my eyes shut, and then opened them. It had to be one of those fancy musical snow globes with a Halloween theme.
 
   “Do you think I like being cooped up in here?” a voice came out of nowhere.
 
   I pinched myself. I had to be in the middle of a nightmare. “Ouch.” I shook my arm in the air to shake off the sting. I looked into the globe because it appeared to be dark again.
 
   “Still here.” A woman’s face appeared. She threw her head back and cackled. Her turban fell off. Did everyone in Whispering Falls wear a turban? I rolled up on my toes to see where it went. Her face appeared, taking up the entire globe, making it hard for me to see. “What? What are you looking at?”
 
   “I. . .I,” I scratched my head. If this wasn’t a nightmare, what was it? I looked around Mystic Lights. The fake blonde was nowhere to be found. I looked at the round glass ball and asked, “Who are you? What are you?”
 
   “I’m Madame Torres, voice to the spirits. Who do you seek? Or shall I say who seeks you?” She continued to babble more and more. I continued to stare, not able to wrap my head around what I was hearing.
 
   “This is not happening to me,” I repeated over and over, though my intuition told me it was. “This is not happening to me.” The more I repeated it, the brighter the globe got.
 
   “Silence!” she screamed, causing her head to spin around and around. “Whom do you seek, June?”
 
   “No one!” I shook my head. Madame Torres was demanding. “I seek no one. How do you know my name?”
 
   “A devil’s curse seeks to destroy you. Lift us, lift us up to the light and guide June through this stormy life.” Her globe illuminated a bright purple and in a flash went to black like when I found it.
 
   “No, no. Don’t you wish any evil spirits on me!” I picked up the globe and shook it.
 
   “What are you doing?” The mean woman approached. She stood stiff, her muscles tensed. The blood seemed to have drained from her face. “Did you see something?”
 
   “I. . .” I looked at the snow globe again, but nothing was there. I put it back in its place. Obviously my mind was playing tricks on me. 
 
   “Ah, welcome to my little part of the world, June.” Isadora walked out a door in the back of the shop and held her long skinny hands out. This time they weren’t covered in gloves. She had a huge ring on her middle finger that looked like a sleeping cat.
 
   She must’ve noticed me staring at it.
 
   “Isn’t it fabulous?” With her long fingernail, she flicked the cat’s back open to reveal a tiny mouse with diamond eyes. “I did notice you had a cat.”
 
   “Yes. Mr. Prince Charming.” I tried to glance out the door, but couldn’t see the Green Machine from here. My eyes wandered back to the snow globe. A light flickered. 
 
   Mewl, mewl. Suddenly Mr. Prince Charming was doing figure eights around my ankles. 
 
   “You brought him with you.” Isadora clasped her hands together, bent down, and picked him up. 
 
   “Oh, no you don’t want to do that,” I warned her. “He doesn’t like to be picked up by anyone but me…” and apparently her. He was purring so loud, I was sure the woman in the snow globe could hear him.
 
   “I’m so sorry. I left him in the car.” I took him from her, and he bounced out of my arms. “Mr. Prince Charming, how did you get out?”
 
   “He’s fine. We love cats, don’t we, Ann?” Isadora looked over at the other woman. Ann was bent over rubbing her back. 
 
   “You do,” Ann snarled. She made her way behind the counter, sat down on a stool, and continued to knead her back with her fist. 
 
   Isadora turned to me and tried to disguise her annoyance. “Were you looking at my crystal, er, snow globes?” She pointed to the glass case.
 
   “I was. I, ah, have never seen snow globes like that.” The one that I had seen the face in was glowing. “They sure do make them fancy now. Sort of like those crazy eight balls.”
 
   “Well, they are special. They work off of people’s. . .um. . .energy.” She chose her words carefully. “Now then, let’s go in the back and take a look at your homeopathic cures. Ann, do you think you can do your job and watch the shop?”
 
   Ann’s eyes narrowed, and she snipped, “Of course I can.”
 
   I took the box off the counter.
 
   Isadora spun on her black, laced-up, pointy-toed, high-heeled boots and walked to the back of the shop. Mr. Prince Charming and I followed her. Her wavy blond hair swung side to side along her shoulder blades in step with her long black A-line skirt. 
 
   “Don’t mind her.” Isadora pointed toward the front of the shop, referring to Ann. “She only works here as a favor. She couldn’t keep a job in Whispering Falls for the life of her. Now it’s my turn to put up with her and her gimpy back.”
 
   My brows lifted in amusement. I didn’t know Ann, or Isadora for that matter, and none of it was my business. 
 
   “I think Oscar might have misled you about what I really do.” I set the cardboard box on her desk and opened it up. I took out the prettiest bottle I had.
 
   Gently I held the lime green glass bottle with the tiny lizard corked on top. The glass had a hint of swirly gold throughout the bottle.
 
   “Stunning,” Isadora gasped, taking the bottle. She opened it up and smelled the contents. 
 
   “I. . .um. . .don’t have cures, just homeopathic remedies that might or might not help what ails you,” I stuttered. “No. . .um. . .not cures.” Darla’s recipes were never potent. 
 
   Her long lashes cast a dark shadow on her cheeks. With her eyes still closed, she wrapped her long thin hands around the delicate bottle, and drew in a long, deep breath. She smiled.
 
   “We would love for you to open a shop here.” Her eyes popped open and she sat the bottle on the desk. She walked around the desk and sat down. Slowly she opened the drawer and pulled out a packet of papers. “We will need you to fill this application for the council. But don’t worry. You are a shoo-in.”
 
   Mr. Prince Charming jumped into her lap and dragged his tail along her pointy nose and down her chin. I wasn’t sure, but he looked like he was grinning.
 
   “Oh, now I know we have something backwards.” Open a shop? Where did that come from? I stood up and put the bottle back in the box. Talking snow globes, a grinning cat, open a shop. . .something definitely wasn’t right.
 
   “What? Have I offended you?” She stood up after the cat jumped out of her lap.
 
   “You don’t know anything about me. You don’t have any idea what I do or even the homeopathic remedies I have and how they help.” I wasn’t about to agree to anything.
 
   I wasn’t a doctor or an expert in the field of homeopathic medicine. I relied on my instinct and Darla’s book. That was it. If I opened a real shop and gave someone the wrong dosage, I’d be in hot water. And that was something I tried to stay out of.
 
   Shee said, “Yes, I do know what the berries from a Strychnine tree smell like and what they cure.” Slowly she crossed her arms in front of her, and Mr. Prince Charming did figure eights around her ankles.
 
   Traitor.
 
   “Helps with a sour stomach.” She grinned, her snow white teeth glistened.
 
   Damn! I bit the inside corner of my lip. She did get it right. 
 
   “What does Belladonna cure?” I snapped my finger at her. Belladonna was an ingredient I had never had luck finding.
 
   “Ah.” She planted her elbows on the desk and drummed her fingers together. “Are you trying to trick me, June Heal? You’re going to have to do a lot better than that.” She patted around her eyes with the tips of her fingers. She pulled a container out of her desk drawer. “Belladonna is the main ingredient used in my wrinkle creams.”
 
   She handed me the container, which wasn’t as nearly as cute as my bottles, and I read the ingredients. Right again. “Where did you find this?” I had been looking for Belladonna for years. The women at the flea market would buy that like crazy.
 
   “I will buy it from you when you open the shop.” She stood up, and then patted her fingers around her eyes. “It only takes a couple drops on your crow’s feet.”
 
   “It only takes a little dose,” Darla would say when she squeezed the berry between her finger and thumb, letting the bitter liquid drip on my tongue. “Any more than that and it’ll kill you.”
 
   “June, are you okay?” she asked. She stood over me. “We don’t have a doctor in Whispering Falls and could use some of your expertise in the homeopathic field.”
 
   She and Mr. Prince Charming walked toward the front of the store and I followed them.
 
   “Listen, I’m not a doctor.” I felt like I needed to reinforce my non-doctor speech. “I’m just a girl from Locust Grove trying to make a living selling stuff at a flea market.”
 
   “As you could tell when you drove into Whispering Falls, we are a little, well smaller than your average village.” She twisted her arms and hands in the air, ignoring anything I had to say. “We rely on the earth, nature, the universe to guide us. Let’s say we are more on the spiritual side.”
 
   For a moment, I felt like I was talking to Darla again. She used to feed me that line of bull when I was a kid. Even though I thought it was bull then, I had really grown A Dose of Darla since I took over. Somehow the remedies I had come up with really did work. 
 
   “Can I ask what remedy you were working on when you blew up your shed?” She stood still. But Ann’s stool creaked as she leaned a little closer.
 
   “I have issues with nightmares. I’m trying to come up with a cure to help me,” I whispered, a little embarrassed to admit I was a grown woman who suffers from nightmares. 
 
   “Ah!” Ann gasped, throwing her hand over her mouth. “Torres said nightmares.”
 
   Did she say Torres? I looked at the snow globe.
 
   “Ann, can you please go to the back.” Isadora’s eyes suddenly darkened and she sent Ann away. “She suffers from nightmares, too. You could be such a help to us. Your friend Oscar said you were looking to expand. I guarantee you will not regret moving to Whispering Falls.”
 
   She held the papers out for me to take.
 
   “Move?” My eyes clouded over and I grabbed the counter. 
 
   “Yes. If you own a shop in Whispering Falls, you have to live here.” She flipped a couple pages in the packet and tapped Rule Number Two.
 
   “I’ll let you know.” I took the packet. I needed to get out of here FAST. “Come on Mr. Prince Charming, let’s go home.” 
 
   “I’ll be waiting to hear from you.” Isadora chirped as I walked out the green door.
 
   “Excuse us.” A couple of grey haired women scurried to the side of the steps to let Mr. Prince Charming and me pass.
 
   “Yes, excuse us.” The shorter one giggled and practically hid behind the other one.
 
   “So, sorry.” I passed with the intent on reaching my car. . . fast.
 
   “Are you sick? Know someone dying?” I heard one of them call after me.
 
   “Yes, is someone dying?” the other one asked, almost hopeful.
 
   Definitely an odd question to ask someone you didn’t know.
 
   “Nope, not that I know of.” I brushed my bangs to the side so I could get a good look at them. No turbans. Unfortunately, Mr. Prince Charming must’ve thought two was better than one. He was doing double figure eights around their ankles. “Mr. Prince Charming, stop!”
 
   He moved faster when I tried to pick him up. He was never this friendly to anyone other than me.
 
   “We like cats,” the first one said, bending down and patting the ornery cat.
 
   “Yes, we do.” Apparently the second one repeated everything the other said.
 
   I picked him up anyway. I was becoming increasingly confused and the only way out was to get out.
 
   “I’m Constance Karima.” She pointed to herself, and then to her twin. “This is my twin, Patience.”
 
   “Yes, I’m Patience.” She giggled. Her green eyes sparkled as much as her teeth.
 
   “Nice to meet you.” I noted everyone’s fantastic teeth. I ran my tongue along my front tooth that barely overlapped the other. You’d never notice unless I pointed it out.
 
   Mewl. Mr. Prince Charming made his presence known.
 
   “And this is Mr. Prince Charming.” I held him tight to my chest in case he decided to jump down. “Have a great day.”
 
   Constance stepped in front of me, creating a sudden wind tunnel. Her red housedress swooshed back and forth from the breeze.
 
   “Oh, my.” She picked at her short hair nervously. “So, are you sick?”
 
   Mr. Prince Charming kneaded my arms with his back paws. 
 
   “Hello, Karima sisters.” The green door of Mystic Lights flew open with Isadora standing in the shadow. “Please let our guest leave.”
 
   Hiss, hiss. Mr. Prince Charming jumped down, and arched his back. He raced off and jumped in the back of the Green Machine. Like a light switch had gone off, the wind stopped.
 
   The Karima twins tilted their heads and stared at Mr. Prince Charming with a scowl on their faces.
 
   “We were just trying to figure out if he’s sick.” Constance’s long finger uncurled, exposing a long black fingernail pointing towards my cat.
 
   Hisssss.
 
   “Yes, sick,” Patience repeated.
 
   Isadora’s A-line skirt swayed as she gracefully walked down the steps, coming face to face with me and the Karima sisters.
 
   “You’ll have to forgive my dear friends.” She stood between them, placing a hand on each of their shoulders. “They own Two Sisters and A Funeral. The only funeral home in town, and they are always looking for business.”
 
   “No, someone’s definitely sick.” Constance nodded to Patience who nodded to Izzy.
 
   God, I hope I was nowhere near death, even though my heart was about to pound out of my chest from sheer freaking out. Whispering Falls was definitely not for me.
 
   “No one is sick,” Isadora reassured everyone. Only it sure didn’t make me feel better.
 
   “Wow, nice car,” said a voice from behind me.
 
   I spun around to find an older gentleman with black coattails and a top hat checking out the Green Machine.
 
   “I haven’t seen one of these since the eighties.” He ran his gloved hand down the side of it, and then stopped when he reached Mr. Prince Charming, who was hovering in the bed of the Green Machine. He took his hat off and bowed down. “Good day, sir.”
 
   Meow, meow.
 
   I winked at Mr. Prince Charming. I had had enough too. It was time to go home and get back to our real life. As a matter of fact, I couldn’t wait to get my hands on Oscar Park and give him a piece of my mind. 
 
   When I turned back around, everyone was looking at Mr. Prince Charming as if he was the first cat they’d ever seen.
 
   “I guess we better go.” I finger waved, trying not to be rude.
 
   “Very nice.” The man reached out and touched the turtle charm dangling from my wrist. “Turtles mean protection, and your cat seems to know it.”
 
   Slowly I pulled my wrist away from his fingers, causing the charm to slip out of his grasp.
 
   “I guess you could say that.” I covered it with my other hand, and brought it close to me. “That’s how my cat got his name. He showed up on my tenth birthday with this on his collar and has never left my side.”
 
   “Hmmm.” He scratched the right side of his mustache, and then pushed the round glasses up on his nose. “I’m Gerald Regiula. I own The Gathering Grove Tea Shoppe. You should stop in and have a cup. And bring your friend.” He glanced over my shoulder looking at Mr. Prince Charming, who had jumped up on the Green Machine’s roof and began to clean himself.
 
   “Thank you.” There wasn’t any more time for me to spare. I had already wasted the few minutes I had been in Whispering Falls, when I should’ve been in Locust Grove working on Darla’s Mr. Sandman’s Sprinkles.
 
   “And, if I might add, you should stop in Bellatrix Baubles.” He gestured down the road. “She has some amazing charms to add to your collection.”
 
   I followed Gerald’s eyes because he wasn’t talking to me. He was talking to Mr. Prince Charming. And for a second, I could’ve sworn I saw Mr. Prince Charming nod.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Four
 
    
 
   “Traitor,” I scolded Mr. Prince Charming as I drove down the main street. I noticed the dash clock read that I had been in the village for over three hours. I drummed my fingers on the steering wheel. It didn’t seem that long. Just like when you went to the circus. You’re there for a couple of hours, but you were so entertained that it only felt like fifteen minutes.
 
   Mr. Prince Charming stared at me like he knew exactly what I was saying.
 
   “You were the life of the party.” Reaching under the driver’s seat, I pulled out a Ding Dong I had stashed in case of an emergency. Hearing an evil spirit was after me definitely qualified as an emergency. The foil crinkled as I unwrapped it, and Mr. Prince Charming knew what was coming next. I tore off a piece of chocolate and fed him. “You weren’t the same cat.”
 
   Purr, purr. He wiggled his head under my hand and took the chocolaty treat.
 
   We passed a few more of the cottage shops. When someone rushed in front of the Green Machine, I slammed on the brakes. 
 
   Mewwwwlll, hissss. Mr. Prince Charming’s claws dug in the vinyl dashboard where he caught himself.
 
   “Sorry, buddy.” Ducking my head around his hanging body, I looked to see if I saw anyone on the street. There hadn’t been a thud, so I knew I hadn’t hit someone, but I swore I’d seen someone. 
 
   Creak, creak. A wooden sign hanging from its hinges caught my eye. I gasped, threw the El Camino in park, and jumped out, leaving Mr. Prince Charming in the car. 
 
   The sign looked awfully familiar. Scraping the moss off the rotted sign, I gaped in wonder.
 
   “A Dose of Darla.” 
 
   No. It couldn’t be. There was no way Darla had a shop here or any place other than the flea market or I’d have known about it, though it was vaguely familiar. Kind of like déjà vu.
 
   I couldn’t comprehend what was going on. Dizzy, everything spun around me. I held on to the gate to keep from falling. 
 
   The sign hung in front of a small cottage.
 
   Two little windows were covered in moss, and the rest of the outside was covered in the most beautiful wisteria vine. The purple and white flowers grew up and around the front door. 
 
   Cautiously, I opened the front gate and moved in for a closer look. Wiping my hands across the window, I took a quick peek inside – only it was too dark to see.
 
   “Can I help you?” Someone’s voice startled me, causing me to jump around, landing in my best karate position. “Whoa. I’m only wanting to help.” The woman’s wonderful low voice was soft and clear. She stood with her hands folded in front of her. She wore a turban like Ann, but she was all smiles instead of snarls.
 
   “Did you see a man out here?” I did a 360 degree turn, keeping my hands in the air, just in case I had to chop someone. I’d seen a man, not a woman with a turban on, run out in front of me. I was sure of it.
 
   “Man? No. If you are looking for a man, you’ve come to the wrong village.” She tapped her temple. “Though I do think there is a romance village with a matchmaker, this is not that village.” She giggled. “If you are looking for answers you seek while getting those horrid fingernails of yours manicured, you’ve come to the right place.” She gestured toward the little pink cottage, and put her hand out.
 
   I thought she was going to shake it, but she flipped it over, palm up, and drew her reader glasses that hung around her neck onto the bridge of her nose. 
 
   “I’m Chandra Shango. I own the shop next door.” A flash of humor crossed her face when she dropped my hand, and then looked at her store. “A Cleansing Spirit Spa.”
 
   “I sure could use a good massage right now.” I could feel my shoulders knotting up from confusion. My nerves were fried. Where had the man gone?
 
   I noticed two large window boxes held a few of the herb plants I had been looking for.
 
   “Drowsy Daisies and Moonflowers.” My mouth dropped opened when I saw the flowers perked up, standing at attention. All this time I had been searching the internet to find the ingredients in Darla’s recipe book, when I could’ve traveled twenty minutes south of Locust Grove.
 
   “Darla planted those. It hasn’t been the same since Darla’s been gone.” Chandra had perfectly manicured fingernails. They were painted sky blue with a tiny star in the middle of each one. She looked to be around fifty, with soft hazel eyes and short raspberry hair. “Did you know Darla Heal?”
 
   “Da. . .,” I stammered. “Did you say Darla Heal?” 
 
   Dizzy again, I was sure I was going to faint.
 
   The tapping of heels caused us to look down the street. Isadora was running as fast as she could in her pointed-toe high-heeled boots. Ann was right behind her, her short legs trying to keep up with Isadora, which was virtually impossible. 
 
   “Yoo hoo!” Isadora’s skirt flew up all over the place, her long blond hair flowing behind her. Her arms flailed in the air. “Chandra, I see you met June. She’s a homeopathic from Locust Grove.”
 
   Isadora’s chest heaved in and out as she tried to catch her breath. She sat down on the bench beneath the tattered sign.
 
   “You just might need a pedicure after that run.” Chandra cackled, clasping her hands together.
 
   Ann finally caught up. Her face contorted like an old cow as she rubbed her lower back. 
 
   “Leave it to you to spill the beans.” Ann snarled at Chandra. “Izzy had it all planned out and you ruined it.”
 
   “That’s enough.” Isadora stood up and put her hand out for Ann to be quiet. Her eyes were dark and as powerful as her words. “Chandra did no such thing. You are walking a thin line.”
 
   Chandra shielded her smile with her hands. “I told you this was going to blow up.” Ann threw her hands in the air. “But no. You had to be all secretive and go behind everyone’s back trying to find Darla’s daughter when Darla didn’t want her to be found.”
 
   “I said enough!” Isadora’s eyes narrowed.
 
   “And the shed!” Ann stomped. “Do you know how many ingredients I tried before the darn thing would explode?”
 
   I felt the blood drain from my face. Slowly I took a seat on the bench, trying to wrap my head around Ann’s words. 
 
   My shed? She blew up my shed?
 
   “Look at her. She’s definitely nothing like Darla.” Ann tapped my foot with her shoe. “She’s just like her dad. But she did see something in one of the crystal balls.”
 
   “Crystal balls?” I asked. I stood up, keeping one hand on the bench to make sure I was stable enough to balance. This bunch was crazy. Crystal balls were for those psychic types. I walked around in a complete circle, carefully looking at each shop and the people milling around. Sure there were some strange shops with some very weird names, and some of the people wore turbans, cloaks, pointy-toed shoes, and other weird getups, but who was I to pass judgment? 
 
   “Is Madame Torres in the crystal ball?” I asked.
 
   “Yes,” Ann said.
 
   “You’ve said enough!” Isadora slapped Ann across the face just as a clap of thunder was heard in the bright blue sky.
 
   Ann cowed down. She rubbed her face while she straightened her turban. Her eyes pierced my soul. 
 
   “You blew up my shed?” The question flooded my head and drained out my mouth. My eyes darted back and forth between them. “Are evil spirits really after me?”
 
   “I’m sorry. So sorry.” Chandra fumbled with her words, worry evident in her eyes. “I had no clue. I really shouldn’t have mentioned your mother.”
 
   Flashbacks of the old wooden door came flooding back. Faint memories of what lurked inside the cottage began to emerge from deep in my mind. The richness of Darla’s bottles that held her homeopathic remedies glistened inside the shop so long ago. The smell of cinnamon, sage, dill, and thyme entangled and wrapped around me as if I were five years old again. Darla’s laughter filled the inside of my head as though she was standing there helping someone with a bad case of gout.
 
   “I’ve got just the cure for what ails you,” she’d say and then grab a couple bottles, combining them into one without even looking at a book or her journal.
 
   Was I expected to move here and take over Darla’s old shop? Was this why I had become so good at making remedies? I eased myself onto the bench again.
 
   Stunned, I just sat there while everyone around me yelled. There were so many questions to be answered. But one stuck out in my head. Why did Darla keep this from me?
 
   “Are you beginning to remember, June?” Isadora kneeled down between my legs. “June, dear?”
 
   “I told you she was weak,” Ann spoke with a voice full of hatred and her fat finger jabbed at me. 
 
   “Shut up!” I jumped to my feet and pushed Isadora out of the way. I shoved Ann so hard, she fell into the wisteria vine and the purple petals fell around her. “And you blew up my shed! You could’ve killed me!”
 
   “If I had wanted to kill you, I would have!” She brushed the fallen flowers off her clothes. “Go home. You don’t belong here.”
 
   I should go home, but now I questioned where that was. Deep down, I knew I belonged here. Even if it was just to find out why Darla had kept Whispering Falls a secret. And what they knew about my dad. But I drew back my fist anyway. This woman was going to get it. “I’ll show you the meaning of hurt!”
 
   The slamming of car doors wasn’t going to stop me from opening a can of whoop ass on Ann.
 
   “June?” Jordan and Oscar Park had gone unnoticed when they pulled up behind the Green Machine and stood next to Ann. “Are you okay?”
 
   I took my fist out of the air and put it back down to my side where it belonged. 
 
   “I want to press charges!” Ann stomped her foot like a child. “She harassed me. She even threatened me!”
 
   “Of course you do.” Chandra stood nose to nose with Ann. “You want to sue anyone and everyone that crosses you. I was a witness, you harassed her first!”
 
   “That is enough!” Isadora’s voice boomed over everyone. Then she said in a softer voice to Jordan and Oscar, “Everything is fine. Go on back to the shop, Ann.” 
 
   She shooed Ann back down the street toward Mystic Lights, and pointed Chandra back to A Cleansing Spirit Spa, leaving us alone with Oscar and his uncle.
 
   Jaw clenched, Oscar didn’t take his eyes off me. He knew something was wrong. There was a magical bond between us. We each knew when the other one was in trouble, and this was one of those times.
 
   I was glad he showed up. He was the only thing in my life that did make sense. My entire existence was questionable. I’d even go as far as saying that Mr. Prince Charming was questionable—he was far from a normal cat.
 
   “Izzy, this is my uncle, Jordan Parks.” Oscar turned the attention away from me. He was good at doing that when I got myself in hot water, and I’d say that me about to punch Ann was dipping my toe in hot water. “I was telling him about the position you offered me.”
 
   “I wanted to see for myself.” Jordan planted his hand on his holster and looked around. He didn’t seem too impressed with the unique village. “I think we should talk about putting Whispering Falls under the protection umbrella of Locust Grove since you are such a small community.”
 
   “That wouldn’t work.” She was on a mission and it showed. “Oscar will have to live in Whispering Falls if he takes the job. He’s a big boy, Mr. Park. I think he can decide for himself.”
 
   There was an undeniable tension brewing between them. A gate rattled in the distance catching my attention. A top hat peeked out of The Gathering Grove Tea Shoppe, but quickly slipped back behind the door as it shut.
 
   What had been crystal blue skies had darkened to a dull grey.
 
   Jordan shrugged, and walked back to his cruiser. He called over his shoulder, “Let’s go, Oscar.”
 
   Oscar looked at Isadora. “I’ll take the job.”
 
   “What?” Jordan stopped dead in his tracks. “We need to talk about this.”
 
   “I’m not ten years old anymore. Izzy is right.” Oscar’s determination didn’t falter. “I can decide for myself. I like it here.”
 
   “Wonderful news.” Isadora clasped her hands together. The grey clouds parted to make way for the brightest sun I’d ever seen.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Five
 
    
 
   The closer I got to Locust Grove, the more I wanted to turn around and go back to explore Whispering Falls. Granted, nothing had gone right while I was there, but Madame Torres got my wheels turning with all her “someone’s out to get you” talk, and memories were flooding back. I was on a mission to find out what they knew about Darla and what nasty, mean-spirited Ann knew about my dad. Not to mention, those Karima sisters. I felt my head and I didn’t seem feverish, so I couldn’t be hallucinating. Plus I remembered! I had been there before, but when? And why did Darla never take me back? Did it have something to do with my dad? Or his death?
 
   As far as I knew, my father and Jordan Park were partners on the police force, and during a traffic stop gone horribly wrong, Jordan and my father had gotten shot. Jordan’s crazy looking scar on his abdomen proved it. 
 
   Meow, meow. Mr. Prince Charming tapped my hand with his nose. He tried everything he could to get me to pet him while I drove, but I kept my hands on the steering wheel instead. Deep in thought, I tried to figure out the parts of my life I thought I knew.
 
   He finally gave up and batted at the turtle charm. 
 
   What did Gerald mean by the turtle charm meaning “protection”? 
 
   “Have you been protecting me all these years?” Reaching over, I gave him a good scratch under his chin, one of his favorite spots. He didn’t answer in his usual cat way.
 
   Not a moment too soon, we pulled into my driveway. 
 
   Seeing Oscar’s car parked in front of my house was a welcome sight. There were a lot of questions that needed to be answered. I never gave Isadora a definitive answer about me moving to Whispering Falls. According to Oscar, we were.
 
   Since when did we become a package deal?
 
   “Didn’t you love Whispering Falls?” Oscar had already made it up to the Green Machine before I had gotten out. “Right up your alley.” 
 
   “No! And that woman burned down my shed.” Only ashes remained from my poor burnt down chemical shop. 
 
   “What woman?” His eyes bore with questions.
 
   “Ann. She admitted it.” That was another reason for me to go back and snoop around Whispering Falls. Why in the world would they want to burn down my shed? Were they desperate to get me there or did they want Darla’s remedies so bad they would stop at nothing to get them?
 
   “June, you were in the shed mixing stuff when it blew up.” He crossed his arms. “You are saying she hooked it up and blew it up?”
 
   “No.” I shook my head. Was it impossible for him to believe me? “The ingredients I was mixing should not have exploded. And she admitted it. I don’t know how she did it, but she did.” I stomped up to the porch. 
 
   Mr. McGurtle cleared his throat from next door. 
 
   “Stop eavesdropping!” I yelled across my herb garden. Although I couldn’t see him, he was there. He was always there. I gestured to Oscar. “Come on.”
 
   Mr. Prince Charming jumped out of the car and ran up the steps, ignoring the family of possums that had taken residency under them.
 
   “Really?” Oscar shook his head, referring to the cat. “What good is he?”
 
   “Mr. Prince Charming doesn’t have killer instincts like most cats.” Holding the screen door open with my foot, I unlocked the front door.
 
   Mr. Prince Charming ran ahead of us. I turned on all the lights as we walked down the old hallway into the kitchen. There was still confusion about everything that had happened today. Mostly I was upset because of the way I had talked to Ann. It didn’t help matters that the snow globe made me feel crazy. And Ding Dongs made me feel better.
 
   I grabbed a couple of extra ones out of the box, one for Mr. Prince Charming and one for Oscar. 
 
   “Thanks.” Oscar peeled back the foil wrapper, and shoved the entire chocolaty delight into his mouth. “Mmmm.”
 
   He was still the same old Oscar as he was when we were ten years old. He introduced me to Ding Dongs. Oscar’s uncle always had the best junk food, where Darla refused to bring the “poison” chemicals into the house, much less our bodies.
 
   I’d sneak out and meet Oscar under the big oak tree on the side of his house, out of view of Darla in case she got up and looked outside, and we’d eat an entire box. Or I guess I should clarify, I’d eat an entire box while Oscar laughed.
 
   “I don’t know about moving to Whispering Falls. Even your uncle doesn’t think it’s a good idea.” I bit a small piece off, ran my finger along the cream filling and licked it off. “There is something strange going on in that town.”
 
   “I’m a cop. I’ve checked it out and everything is fine. There hasn’t been a crime committed there in years.” Oscar helped himself to a glass of milk. “Uncle Jordan is just watching out for us because we are like. . .family. We’ve got to stick together.”
 
   Oscar was right. We didn’t really have any family, and I didn’t consider Mr. McGurtle family, even though he seemed to put his nose in my business.
 
   “It’s just so weird there.” It was hard to concentrate on any conversation with the Ding Dong in my hand. I savored every bite. “Granted, I don’t make a lot of money at the flea market, but it pays for what I need.”
 
   Thank God, Darla had the house paid off. I have no clue how she made ends meet. I always had everything I wanted and she rarely said no, unless it was unhealthy or harmed someone. Plus most of her cures didn’t work. Or that’s what I found out after she died. That was when I vowed to take over and make her remedies better.
 
   “Who is going to buy my remedies, and how in the world will I ever afford one of those shops?” I shrugged. Did Darla still own the shop? Or did I now own it?
 
   That was definitely something I hadn’t thought about. 
 
   My thoughts were interrupted by a knock at the door.
 
   Puzzled, Oscar and I looked at each other. No one ever knocks in Locust Grove, especially with the screen door open. Everyone from Locust Grove knew you yell into the house, not knock.
 
   Meow, meow. Mr. Prince Charming greeted the unfamiliar man at the door. His round brimmed hat shaded his face, but I could tell he meant business by his long black overcoat and the briefcase he clutched.
 
   “Hello, can I help you?” I asked the gentleman. Oscar stood behind me. Oscar looked funny in his uniform. Sort of all grown-up. Regardless, I was glad he was there and was wearing it.
 
   “I’m Alexelrod Primrose, a realtor from out of town.” He coughed, and flashed his business card. I opened the screen door to take it. “And I have clients moving to the area. This is exactly the type of house they are looking for.” He curled his nose while looking around. “I wanted to know if you’d be interested in selling.”
 
   He held up a sheet of paper with a checklist.
 
   I wanted to ask him if he smelled something funny, but Oscar was too busy asking Mr. Alexelrod Primrose to come in.
 
   Oscar crossed in front of me and held the screen door open. Mr. Primrose walked in. Oscar took him into the family room where Alexelrod made himself comfortable on the couch.
 
   “Last time I checked, this was my house.” I shoved past him.
 
   “This is your answer. Our answer.” He moved in front of me, coming nose to chest. A hard chest.
 
   Slowly, my eyes followed up to his crystal baby-blues, only to confirm my childhood best friend had indeed grown into a man; something I hadn’t gotten used to or never took the time to notice.
 
   “I don’t know,” I whispered and bit my lip. There was something exciting about selling it, and moving so I could find the answers to all the unanswered questions about Darla and my dad. I could probably dig around and find out without moving there. My intuition, which had never pointed me in the wrong direction, told me to go for it.
 
   “Think about it. It’s what Darla would call fate.” Oscar reminded me of the free spirit Darla possessed. When things worked out, she’d call it fate. “She had a store there, and now you’ve found it.”
 
   “Or they found me,” I whispered, thinking back to everything Ann had said about Izzy looking for me. Well. . .that’s what my intuition told me.
 
   “You know,” I paused, and then peeked in at Mr. Primrose, “you’re right. I don’t have anything to lose. If I don’t like it, I will move back. Just not to this house.”
 
   “Whispering Falls won’t know what happened to them.” Oscar laughed and pulled out a packet from the inside pocket of his uniform jacket. No they won’t know what happened to them when I start snooping around.
 
   “Izzy told me that we have to fill out a membership form and it goes before their city council.” He shoved the packet toward me.
 
   I took the papers.
 
   “We have to apply to live in Whispering Falls?” Quickly, I thumbed through the papers and read a couple of the strange questions. 
 
   “Izzy said it’s just a formality and we will be fine.” Oscar nudged me toward the family room. “Don’t keep Mr. Primrose waiting.”
 
   Before I knew what was happening, I signed on Mr. Primrose’s dotted line. Not only did his client’s checklist include every single characteristic of my house, it included a real check for far more money than my house and Mr. McGurtle’s house were worth combined.
 
   “Bye.” I waved to Mr. Primrose as he left. I turned to look at Oscar who was still in disbelief with the offer, and I waved the check underneath his nose. “Mr. Primrose is my new best friend.”
 
   “He’s mine too.” Oscar raised his eyebrows when he saw the number on the check. “You don’t have to worry about not being able to afford anything for a while.”
 
   He was right. I could really try to make a go of A Dose of Darla in Whispering Falls. There was even enough money to make a real lab and order new herbs for different cures. 
 
   That was going to have to wait, because first stop on my list was Mystic Lights. I wanted to get a better look at Madame Torres. Maybe buy her with my newfound money.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Six
 
    
 
   The next couple of days I spent cleaning the house and getting ready for the new chapter in my and Mr. Prince Charming’s life. All the crazy things that had happened in Whispering Falls were still fresh in my mind. Several times I resisted jumping into the Green Machine and heading toward Mystic Lights. I didn’t want to bring more attention to myself, so I knew I had to wait and fit in before I could show up and start asking questions.
 
   Sadly, my former life fit into three boxes. Darla was never one to keep any type of memories. She said that the best memories were the ones stored in your head and heart, not on paper or photographs. Though I wouldn’t have minded a photograph or two of us, a crayon drawing from preschool, or even a report card that showed I was a straight A student. Or something from our time in Whispering Falls. Anything.
 
   Before closing up the last box, which was mostly Darla’s, I took out of her collection some incense and held a few of them under my nose. Those were certainly annoying when I was younger, but reminded me of Darla. My heart ached. I wondered how she would feel about me moving to Whispering Falls. Or why had she never mentioned the town to me? I put the incense back in the box and closed it.
 
   I let out a big sigh, three little boxes. I felt for my lucky charm bracelet. That was definitely a memory I’d never forget. 
 
   “Oh, no.” I looked down when I didn’t feel it. Panic filled my gut, instantly making me sick. It was gone. “Oh, no!”
 
   Frantically, I pushed the three boxes along the floor to see if the bracelet had dropped between them while I was packing. Dropping to my knees, I crawled around the house looking for any signs of the bracelet.
 
   I had always planned to buy a real charm bracelet that fit, but Oscar was so proud when he had given it to me, it was hard to make good on getting a real one.
 
   I tore into each box, dumping the contents all over the family room floor: clothing, a few pairs of shoes, some knick-knacks, incense, and cat toys, but no turtle charm or bracelet.
 
   “Are you ready?” Oscar hollered through the screen door.
 
   We had made a pact to leave Locust Grove together.
 
   I didn’t answer him. I couldn’t. In fact, I opened my mouth, but nothing came out but a god awful cry. If I didn’t know better, I’d have thought my heart had stopped.
 
   “I told you to pack your stuff and I’d be by this morning.” Oscar shook his head in disbelief. “I can’t believe you haven’t packed yet, June. What is wrong with you?”
 
   Slumping down on the old couch, I buried my head in the cushion. There was no way I was going to be able to leave without finding my bracelet. There was a knot in my gut. My intuition told me there was something wrong. . .definitely wrong.
 
   “Don’t tell me you’ve changed your mind?” Oscar sat down next to me. He didn’t touch me, but for the first time I needed to be comforted. At this point, I’d even let Mr. McGurtle comfort me. “It’s going to be good. You sold this house, furniture and all, and you will really get to work on your remedies.”
 
   As if he knew what I needed, Mr. Prince Charming jumped up and dragged his tail under my nose, causing me to giggle from the tickle. 
 
   Meow, his rough tongue licked the tear that ran down my cheek. In that moment, I knew everything was going to be okay.
 
   “What’s with him?” Oscar asked.
 
   “He’s letting me know everything is going to be fine.” I dangled my arm in the air. “I lost my bracelet, I’m having nightmares, and Mr. Prince Charming has been getting out of the house at night.”
 
   The past couple of nights I’ve been waking up and finding him on the porch, like he was keeping guard, which was nothing like him. I was sure I had put him in bed with me, but my nightmares were getting more and more graphic.
 
   “Same nightmare?” His deep blue eyes dripped with worry. “Drowning or something?”
 
   “Yeah, something like that.” I really tried to see the face of the person who was being strangled under the water, but I’d wake up just as the body would turn.
 
   “I will leave a note for Mr. Primrose to tell the new owners to look out for my bracelet.” I put my things back in the boxes, and was ready to leave. 
 
   I paused when we made it to the front porch and I glanced over at Mr. McGurtle’s place. I hadn’t seen him since I told him I was leaving. He made it clear he wasn’t happy when he said he had promised Darla he’d watch over me, and my leaving town wasn’t in Darla’s plan.
 
   “Plans change.” I shrugged him off and gave him what few details I had about Whispering Falls. He’d actually heard of it through Darla and seemed a bit taken aback when I told him that Darla had a shop there and I was going to take it over. 
 
   Granted, she hadn’t been there for years, but I was ready.
 
   Izzy, as Isadora liked to be called, had gotten me in touch with Bellatrix Van Lou, the owner of Bella’s Baubles, the only jewelry store in Whispering Falls. She had a small house I could rent until I found something to fit my needs.
 
   On the way into the village, I motioned out of the Green Machine’s window for Oscar to go ahead. He was going to start his police duties today, and I was going to give Bella my first month’s rent.
 
   Bella’s Baubles was like all the other stores in Whispering Falls. A quaint cream cottage with a pink wood door that was adorned with different colored jewels. The sun hit each jewel just right, showing its brilliant color. 
 
   I got out of the El Camino. Before I could tell Mr. Prince Charming to stay put, he was already doing figure eights around my ankles. 
 
   The store hours were painted on the sign that dangled from the stone casing. Morning to night. It was definitely morning.
 
   “Come on,” I told him and walked up to the store. The door was incredibly heavy – I had to push with both hands.
 
   Once inside, there was a small entryway that led to two other doors. One of them had a mailbox on it and the other had Bella’s sign on it. 
 
   Ding, ding. The bell above the door swayed back and forth.
 
   “I’ll be right with you.” The voice came from the woman who was bent behind the glass counter. I could see her hand working in the case. She laid out pieces of jewelry by color. “I just got some new charms in and I wanted to get them out before the rush.”
 
   Charms? Faintly I remember the man in the top hat telling me about this place. I had no clue that my landlord was the owner. I hurried over to see her selection, hoping there was a turtle to replace my lost one. Maybe I could get a real charm bracelet that fit. 
 
   “Your sign said the hours are morning to night. I assume you are open.” I craned my neck to get a better view of the charms.
 
   She stood up and adjusted her shirt. No turban. Bella’s round cheeks balled up through her grin, exposing the small gap between her two front teeth. Her long blond hair framed her face, and cascaded down her small frame. There was no way she was any taller than five foot two. 
 
   “Get back here!” I yelled for Mr. Prince Charming who had jumped on the clean glass counter, and over to Bella’s side. I reached over the counter to get him, but he was already out of my grasp. “I’m so sorry.”
 
   “You must be June.” Her smoky eyes twinkled with laughter. “And I’ve heard about you, Mr. Prince Charming.”
 
   Great! I bet the whole town heard about the new girl fighting with Ann. I chalked one up for the new girl. . .me.
 
   Completely embarrassed, I hid my face when I noticed Mr. Prince Charming had crawled into the jewelry case.
 
   “He must like the lights.” There wasn’t any other explanation. He loved to sun himself. “I’ll get him.”
 
   Before I got around the counter, he was already out and dropped something out of his mouth on the counter.
 
   “It looks like he wants to give you a charm.” Bella waved the silver charm in the air. “A square Celtic knot. Good choice, Mr. Prince Charming.”
 
   Mewl, mewl. He tiptoed around in circles, wagging his long white tail from side to side. 
 
   “I’m sorry. We have a strange relationship.” I pulled the rent check out of my pocket. I had to get out of there before the darn cat destroyed the place. “Here’s your rent. Thank you so much. I will be looking for a place soon.”
 
   “Don’t worry about it. In fact, the cottage has the most beautiful view. Nothing else in Whispering Falls compares to it.” Her fingers worked on a piece of jewelry. “Here you go. Welcome to Whispering Falls.”
 
   She uncurled her hand. Between her finger and thumb dangled a real charm bracelet with the Celtic knot attached. She shoved it towards me.
 
   “He wants you to have it. Celtic knots protect you from evil spirits.” Her eyes darkened as she moved it closer. “Take it as a welcome gift.”
 
   Evil spirits? What was it with this town and evil spirits?
 
   “I. . .I couldn’t.” I wanted to so bad, and my gut told me to take it. “I can pay for it.”
 
   “No.” She grabbed my wrist and clasped it on before I could object. “It fits you perfect.”
 
   She was right. It wasn’t like the other bracelet that I had to clasp on a different link in order for it to fit. I let it fall, showing how well it really did fit.
 
   I told her about how Mr. Prince Charming had showed up on my tenth birthday with the turtle charm attached to his collar and how I had lost it today.
 
   “Fate.” She smiled.
 
   “That’s something Darla would say.” I laughed, but abruptly stopped when we heard a blood-curdling scream coming from outside.
 
   We ran out into the street along with everyone else in Whispering Falls to see what the ruckus was about. Constance and Patience were standing by the lake just beyond A Dose of Darla pointing to something. Patience had her face in a handkerchief, sobbing.
 
   “It’s Ann!” Patience screamed.
 
   Chandra, Gerald, and Izzy ran to see what she was talking about. 
 
   The sky darkened like the lid of an eye.
 
   I reached into my black bag and pulled out my cell phone.
 
   I called Oscar’s cell phone. “Something is going on. You better get over to my shop.” 
 
   Within seconds, Oscar stood next to Izzy, while the rest of us waited in the distance, wondering what they were looking at. 
 
   Slowly, Bella and I made our way toward them, as did the rest of the village. There were feet sticking out of the long brush that grew on the banks of the lake. We watched Oscar pull the body out. It was Ann. 
 
   Quietly we all waited to see what was going to happen. Oscar was bent over her. Had she passed out? Was she sleeping? She wasn’t responding to anything Oscar was doing. He stood up, ran his hands through his dark hair. He turned to the crowd that had gathered behind him, me included.
 
   “She’s dead,” he announced, but focused on me. “It appears she has been strangled underwater.”
 
   There was a collective gasp. I looked around at everyone’s faces. Shock and cries of outburst filled the empty air.
 
   “There is a killer among us.” Gerald’s voice echoed over Whispering Falls and it hung there like a thick fog.
 
   Oscar and Izzy whispered a few words between them before he walked over to me. 
 
   “That’s terrible.” My nerves tingled, thinking about a murder. I couldn’t recall any murders in Locust Grove, and I remember Oscar telling me that there was zero crime here.
 
   “We need to talk.” He pulled my sleeve toward him. “You need to come to the station.”
 
   Constance and Patience ran up. “Do we need to collect the body?”
 
   “Yes, collect the body?” Patience repeated. 
 
   “Please.” Oscar nodded. He pulled his notepad from the pocket of his uniform jacket and wrote some things down. “I will need an autopsy as well.”
 
   The twins didn’t hesitate. They folded their hands in front of them, and rushed back to the Two Sisters and A Funeral Home to retrieve the items they needed to get Ann’s body.
 
   “They are the coroners too?” I asked Oscar. I shudder to think of Patience repeating everything Constance said during a coroner’s “Y” cut.
 
   In silence, I followed him down to the street. The station was just a little beyond the shop and in walking distance. I glanced back toward the Green Machine where Mr. Prince Charming was cleaning himself on the roof of the El Camino.
 
   The police station was a little more modern than the other buildings. The concrete building had big, round windows that let in a lot of light. No matter where you stood in the office, you could see all the way down Main Street on both sides. I guess this was good for Oscar to be able to keep an eye out.
 
   “Everything is so new.” I ran my hand along the gold nameplate with Oscar’s title engraved on it. The paper sitting on the copier hadn’t even been taken out of the packaging. And each pen still had a perfect cap on it. No teeth marks.
 
   “This is serious, June.” A sudden chill hung on his words, making me stop and look at him. “There is something you need to know about Ann.”
 
   “Well, if you ask me,” I said and plopped down on the chair with wheels and slid across the room with my feet in the air, “she probably has pissed a lot of people off with her snide comments. She was rude. Not that I wanted her dead. Think about it, she treated me terrible and I had just met the woman. I wonder how she treated the people she really knew?”
 
   Oscar cleared his throat. “June.” His stern voice was cold.
 
   I dragged my feet across the floor to stop the chair. I swung around in his direction.
 
   “Why so serious?” I smiled, hoping he’d lighten up, but I was sorely wrong.
 
   The bracelet that I thought I’d lost dangled in the air from Oscar’s fingers. 
 
   “Where did you find it?” Excited, I jumped to my feet, and the chair flung behind me, hitting the wall. I grabbed it out of his hands.
 
   “Oh!” Oscar tried to take it back, but I held onto it. “That was in Ann’s grasp. I had to pry her fingers apart to get it. Like she had been struggling with someone and she grabbed it off them. Now you have compromised the fingerprints.”
 
   “What?” I tried to sort through his words. Ann’s hands? I dropped the bracelet on the floor. I didn’t want anything to do with it. “How did Ann get it?”
 
   Having touched something that was in a dead person’s hand gave me the heebie-jeebies. Eww. . .I rubbed my hands down my shirt.
 
   “I was hoping you’d answer that for me.” His voice faded, losing its steely edge. It was a tone I knew well. The way he spoke about his other cases and suspects from Locust Grove was the same.
 
   “Are you accusing me of something?” I drew back and looked him square in the face. “Because if you are, you’d better spit it out, Oscar Park.”
 
   “No, but isn’t it evident that something is not right? You had words with her yesterday. She accused you of threatening her and then she shows up dead with your bracelet, that you lost, in her cold, dead hand?” Oscar marched back and forth rubbing his chin, and stared out the window.
 
   “Do you honestly think that I killed Ann?” I nervously laughed. If anyone knew me better than I knew myself, it was Oscar. There was no way he could think that I would harm a flea, much less Ann. Did he?
 
   “Great.” He stood still and leaned to the right to get a better view of the street. “It looks like some members of the council are coming this way.”
 
   Yep, my intuition told me this wasn’t going to be good. I would give anything to have a Ding Dong.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   Izzy, Chandra, and Gerald hurried down the road. Izzy led the way as fast as her pointy-toed, ankle boots could carry her.
 
   “That’s the council?” I asked.
 
   “Mmmhmm.” Oscar nodded.
 
   “I wonder what they are saying.” I peered over Oscar’s shoulder, watching the three of them banter back and forth. It didn’t look like a pleasant conversation. Izzy wrung her hands, Gerald gritted his teeth and Chandra had a nervous smile.
 
   Gerald had his top hat off, and held it close to his chest while his other hand twirled one end of his mustache. Chandra tapped her blue nails together.
 
   “You should have seen this coming.” Izzy grumbled. She held the door to the police station. Gerald and Chandra kept their heads down as they passed her. She shut the door and locked it. “Ann said that the crystal ball went crazy when June looked at it.”
 
   “I don’t read the crystal ball. I read palms. Remember?” Chandra’s eye blinked rapidly.
 
   The three of them huddled without paying a bit of attention to us.
 
   Palm reading? I had come to grips with the Madame Torres globe, but palm reading?
 
   I reached in my black bag for my phone, trying to remember if I had stored Alexelrod Primrose’s number. Surely the new homeowners weren’t moved in yet. I could probably tell him that I wanted to move back to Locust Grove. Or better yet, move to the country like Oscar originally suggested.
 
   “No.” Izzy’s head popped up out of the huddle. Her blond locks swung in Chandra’s direction, catching Chandra in the eye.
 
   “Ouch!” Chandra went down holding her hand to her face. “You have got to let me cut that stuff off.”
 
   Izzy shooed Chandra and continued to focus on me. “No. You will stay here in Whispering Falls. We have an agreement. Besides, Alexelrod is one of us.”
 
   “What?” Oscar looked between the two of us. “June, are you planning on leaving?”
 
   “I. . .I. . .” I held my hands behind me as I backed up to get as far away from Izzy as I could. Truth be told, I was freaking out. How did Izzy know what I was thinking? 
 
   Everyone stopped when someone tapped on the door. 
 
   “Thank God, Mac is here.” Izzy flung the door open to Mr. McGurtle. “Please get in here. We have an issue.”
 
   “What’s he doing here?” I asked about Mac. Wasn’t it enough that I had to put up with this nosy man in Locust Grove?
 
   “Mr. McGurtle?” Oscar stood very still. His eyes narrowed. “What is going on here? I thought I was the law?”
 
   “You were hired by the village council.” Izzy circled her long, thin finger between Chandra, Mac, and Gerald. “We are the council.”
 
   “I. . .I. . .need a Ding Dong,” was the last thing I remember saying before the lights went out. 
 
   “June? June, dear?” 
 
   I felt a faint wind on my face that I wasn’t familiar with, but the rough tongue on my nose I knew. Without even trying to open my eyes, I reached out to pat Mr. Prince Charming. For a moment, I thought I was in my bed at the Locust Grove house until my senses rushed back to me and I realized the smell wasn’t different homeopathic ingredients, but the smell of sugary things.
 
   “I think she’s with us.” Someone patted my hand.
 
   Mewl, mewlllll, Mr. Prince Charming seemed to beg me to open my eyes. 
 
   Chandra stood over me, fanning me with her long scarf, her turban sitting cock-eyed on her head. Mr. McGurtle sat next to me and patted my hand.
 
   “Mr. McGurtle, what are you doing here?” I tried to figure out where I was. The round, white tablecloth tables in the room were decorated. Each had a three-tiered cup-cake stand and a tea set, as if there was going to be a party. “Where am I?”
 
   “I told Darla I would watch over you.” Mr. McGurtle smiled. He took a cup from Gerald. “Drink this.”
 
   Chandra put her hands on my back and helped lift me to a sitting position. Once sitting, I could see that we were in Gerald’s shop. He steeped a few more cups of tea. Izzy stood over him.
 
   “How did I get here?” I was more puzzled than nervous, like I was before. No one wanted to answer me. Oscar was nowhere to be found, which was odd. He’d never have left me in Locust Grove if this happened. “Where’s Oscar?”
 
   “Drink, dear.” Izzy gestured for Mac to give me the cup. “First, swirl it three times.”
 
   Mr. McGurtle got up and let Gerald sit down. Mr. Prince Charming continued to make figure eights around my ankles. As silly as it sounds, it was actually comforting for Mr. McGurtle to be there if Oscar couldn’t. Hopefully, Oscar was on the hunt for the real killer.
 
   Pweft, pweft. I spit some of the tea back in the cup. The loose leaves were stuck on the side of the tiny cup. 
 
   “Oh, can you flip the cup over on the saucer?” Gerald held a small plate on his hand. Feeling a little leery, I did what I was told. The quicker I did what they asked, the quicker I could get out of here. “Now tap the cup three times.”
 
   Tap, tap, tap. The sound of my fingernail hitting the cup echoed throughout the shop.
 
   Gerald took the cup off the saucer and handed it to Chandra who nervously looked at it. He twirled the plate, and intently stared at it.
 
   “Gerald? What do you see?” Izzy stood over Gerald, casting a shadow over me. It was too dark to make out Izzy’s eyes. 
 
   “What is going on?” I asked, looking into the cup that Gerald held. . .the cup I just drank out of. “What is happening?”
 
   “Give me a minute.” Gerald smacked Izzy’s hand away. “I see a wavy line in conjunction with an E.”
 
   “Oh, that’s good.” Chandra chuckled bringing her hands to her mouth. I’ve quickly figured out that when Chandra is nervous, she giggles. “An O.”
 
   “Shhh!” Izzy warning was quick and fast. “Keep going.”
 
   “There is an hourglass without a number. There is a lake with hands.” Everyone but me gasped.
 
   “I have nightmares where someone is being strangled by hands, but there is no face and I can’t see who is in the dream.” I leaned over and looked at the plate. There wasn’t anything on it but damp tea leaves. “Um. . .you need to strain your tea better.”
 
   Izzy pulled back, exposing the light. Fear, stark and vivid, glittered in her eye. “He reads tea leaves, dear.”
 
   “Don’t worry. I have a call out to Petunia Shrubwood.” Chandra put Izzy and Gerald at ease, but didn’t make me feel any better. They ignored me like I wasn’t even there.
 
   “Does anyone have a Ding Dong?” If I didn’t get a little comfort from somewhere, I was really going to kill someone. I could see my purse sitting on a different table. “Get my purse. There is one in there.”
 
   Mr. McGurtle scurried to get it and brought it back.
 
   “Who is Petunia Shrubwood?” I didn’t even bother savoring my chocolaty treat. I just stuffed it in. I needed instant gratification. 
 
   There were so many questions floating around in my head that I couldn’t help but spurt them out.
 
   “Petunia will be able to tell us if Ann is back.” Chandra giggled.
 
   “Shh!” Izzy took Chandra aside and whispered something that I couldn’t understand. Chandra glanced back at me. She smiled.
 
   I’m getting out of here. I stood up. 
 
   “Where are you going?” Gerald looked up from the cup, and then at Izzy. “Where is she going?”
 
   “I’m going home.” I grabbed my purse. “And by home, I mean Locust Grove.”
 
   There was no way I was going to stay another minute in this crazy town. These people were nuts. 
 
   Before I could make it to the door, a woman walked in. Her brown hair was pulled up in a messy bun that overflowed. There were flowers stuck in the mess of locks.
 
   “I came as fast as I could.” She had a leash dangling from her wrist, but no dog on the other end. “I checked the kennels. I looked around the streets, the lake, but nothing. Not a sign of a new animal.”
 
   Mr. Prince Charming sniffed the leash and batted at it. He didn’t care that I was upset. Traitor.
 
   “That is not what I wanted to hear.” Izzy took Petunia into her arms. Petunia let out a little weep, the leash dragging along side of her. “Petunia runs Glorybee Pet Store, along with the SPCA and the grooming business.”
 
   I didn’t even know there was a pet store around here. 
 
   “That means Ann was a bad soul.” Chandra’s snort was more of a sorrowful sigh. “Bad soul.”
 
   “Bad soul?” I looked towards Izzy. She seemed to be the glue that held Whispering Falls together. “Didn’t you see her dead body?”
 
   Were these people delusional? Ann was not coming back to life. I knew it and Oscar knew it. Where the hell was Oscar? 
 
   “If she had had a good soul, I bet she’d be a pig.” Chandra drew back and covered her mouth like she had just let the cat out of the bag.
 
   “She might have looked like a pig, but she wasn’t cute and sweet like one.” Mr. McGurtle joined in on the conversation.
 
   “That’s enough.” Izzy tried to stop them from saying anymore. 
 
   “She not only threatened to sue me, but she called me in front of the council and I’m on the council.” Chandra reminded everyone in the room. I took note because it was the first time I heard it. “The nerve of her thinking that the front step of our shop caused her to slip and hurt her back.”
 
   “That’s right, she sure did.” Petunia agreed. “I remember the two of you fighting about that right in front of your shop, and her holding on to her back like she had hurt it.”
 
   All of the sudden it was dead silence.
 
   “But I never wanted her dead,” Chandra nervously chuckled. 
 
   Just for a moment, I looked around the room. Gerald was whispering in Petunia’s ear while she tried to cover her smile with her hand. Chandra traced the lines of her hand with her long, blue fingernail, and Mr. Prince Charming continued to do figure eights around my ankles. Oscar was still nowhere to be found.
 
   “What is going on?” I asked. The madness had to stop. I brushed my bangs to the side to make sure I had a good view of everyone.
 
   “Honey, if Ann was a good soul, she’d have come back as an animal.” Petunia stared at me with a baffled look on her face. “That’s my spiritual guidance. I’m the animal spiritualist.”
 
   “What is that?” I was beginning to see what Whispering Falls was all about.
 
   Palm reader, crystal ball, tea leaf reader, and now animal spiritualist? What have I gotten myself into?
 
   She shrugged like I knew what she was talking about, and I wasn’t going to stand around any longer. Izzy planted herself in front of the door alongside Mr. McGurtle. 
 
   “June, can you please sit down?” Mr. McGurtle pulled a chair out at the closest tea table. “I told Darla I would look out for you.”
 
   “You’ve said that over and over, Mr. McGurtle and look where that got me.” I crossed my arms. “I’m going to jail for a murder I didn’t commit, and you let me move to a crazy town!”
 
   “Honey, we aren’t crazy.” Petunia shook her head back and forth, a few leaves falling out of the mess. “We are a spiritual village, as in psychics. And apparently you are too.”
 
   Everything around me spun around my head, and the room darkened to a dull grey. I gripped the chair to keep myself steady. Petunia’s words twisted in my head. 
 
   Psychic village. . .everything went black.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   “Does she do this a lot?” The giggle rang in my ears.
 
   I didn’t have to be fully conscious to know Chandra was standing next to me and that I had passed out. . . again. I was sort of hoping all of this had been a nightmare and I was going to wake up in my bedroom in Locust Grove. After all, they had sprung the whole spiritual village thing on me without a warning. 
 
   One minute I was flying by the seat of my pants mixing ingredients to sell at the flea market, and the next minute I was number one murder suspect AND a psychic rolled up in one June Heal.
 
   The rough tongue licking my nose reinforced that I was, in fact, in Whispering Falls. And it wasn’t a dream.
 
   “I’ve known her all my life and I’ve never seen her do this.” Oscar’s much welcomed voice rung in my ears. It was not a nightmare. “June, can you open your eyes?”
 
   There wasn’t a sweet smell to the room. It was more sour. Vitamin like. Slowly, I opened my eyes. Oscar sat on one side and Chandra on the other.
 
   “Hi sleepyhead.” Chandra patted my hand. Her turban reminded me that she was a palm reader.
 
   I tried to keep my thoughts free of any negative thoughts or mean-spirited words. Izzy had made it clear that she could read some of my thoughts.
 
   “Welcome home.” Oscar smiled as if nothing had happened.
 
   “Are you kidding me?” I whispered. “Firstly, someone is framing me for murder, and secondly, I find out that this is a psychic town. Third,” I held up three fingers, “Mr. McGurtle is involved. And I’m psychic. What’s next, you?”
 
   “We need to talk.” Izzy came out of a different room with another cup of whatever concoction they gave me at The Gathering Grove.
 
   “No thank you.” I pushed the cup aside. “I like my tea without the leaves and tons of sugar.”
 
   All the lights in the room came into focus. The little family room had all the comforts of home. The natural wood walls accented the vibrant orange fabric on the chairs and couches. I sat up, taking in my new home. I wanted to go back to my little Cape Cod in Locust Grove. 
 
   I shook my head when the last few hours of memories crept back into my head. “Mr. Primrose is a psychic?” I recalled how strange it was that he would just show up at my house with an offer I couldn’t refuse. “Why do you want me to live here so badly? Was Darla. . .psychic?”
 
   Psychic or not, I didn’t want to be here anymore. Selling remedies at the flea market was looking pretty good right about now.
 
   Fear knotted in my stomach. How could Darla, my mom, be psychic and me not know it? We were poor. We were at our flea market booth every day trying to make ends meet. 
 
   “No, she was not. But your dad was.” Izzy’s words were lagging as she carefully picked them. “He was a spiritualist and your mother was not. But she had a wonderful spirit that was very welcoming to the village. We loved her store.”
 
   Oscar didn’t seem as taken aback as I was. 
 
   “Did you know this?” I asked him.
 
   “Not until today.” He looked at Izzy for approval. She nodded for him to continue. He held up a manual of sorts. It was thick. “Izzy felt it was important for me to understand how the spiritual village laws work.” 
 
   Izzy and Chandra set a cup of tea and plate of cookies in front of me as if I were a child. It was all crazy to me and something I couldn’t even begin to understand.
 
   “Your father was our police officer. By Whispering Falls law, there can be only one shop per spiritual family and that includes if you are dating, living, or married to a spiritualist. One shop.” Izzy took the packet from Oscar and flipped it open. She pointed to Number Three under the By-Laws page. “Your mother opened a little shop and sought some outside spiritual guidance since she wasn’t psychic. She made the perfect cures.”
 
   Was she talking about my Darla? Darla couldn’t find half the ingredients her recipes called for and then she’d substitute. Most of her remedies didn’t work.
 
   “Outside guidance?” I questioned.
 
   “Someone who doesn’t live in the village.” She handed the packet back to Oscar. “You don’t need to worry about that. Anyway, when your father passed,” Izzy looked out the window like she was playing it in her mind like a movie, “Darla, your mother, tried to keep up the shop, but it was hard with a toddler. You.”
 
   “You were so cute.” Chandra adjusted her turban. “So cute.”
 
   “When you got older, she realized you didn’t have any spiritual gifts, and wanted you to have a normal life. That is when she decided to open the booth in the flea market.” Izzy ignored Chandra and watched me, intently. 
 
   I tried not to show any unusual facial features or freak out. Who was I fooling? They were psychics. 
 
   Chandra took my hand and followed the crease along my palm.
 
   She closed her eyes and inhaled deeply. Joy bubbled in her laugh and shone on her face. “We thought you didn’t have any spiritual gifts, but your palm says differently.”
 
   I pulled my hand away and tucked it under me. 
 
   “You have the gift of homeopathic remedies like your father.” The pleasure was apparent in Izzy’s smile. “Have you noticed how your remedies really work much better than Darla’s? She tried to imitate Otto’s, but it was fruitless.”
 
   Otto. I hadn’t heard my dad’s name in years. Darla never talked about him. Now I know why.
 
   “When Otto died, Darla really wanted to make your life whole. Complete.” There was a relief in her eyes. She sat down and gently crossed her legs. “She left the village and continued to keep the shop open because we all used and relied on her homeopathic remedies.”
 
   “Not that they ever worked.” Tee-hee, Chandra paced nervously in the round room. 
 
   Izzy shot her a look that would make Mr. Prince Charming shudder. Chandra disappeared into another room.
 
   “Mac told us about you making all these new concoctions and how the flea market booth was flourishing.” She nodded to Mr. McGurtle. “That is when I suspected you might be a spiritualist.”
 
   Spiritualist? That didn’t make sense. Just because I have combined some ingredients makes me a spiritualist? My eyes narrowed with speculation. 
 
   “As you can see, every shop owner is a spiritualist whose shop name camouflages their gift since we are open to the public,” she said.
 
   “What about you?” I questioned Mr. McGurtle. For a spiritualist, he could use some lessons in manners. 
 
   “I moved to Locust Grove when Darla took you there.” He looked to Chandra who did a little shimmy-shake into the room. “I was watching over the two of you. Orders from the village council.”
 
   “Nasty.” Chandra chuckled. 
 
   “What’s with her?” I ran my hands through my hair to make a ponytail using the rubber band around my wrist. I was going to deal with Mr. McGurtle later.
 
   “Locust Grove is nasty. All those wandering spirits crawling around, rubbing their legs together.” Chandra did an extra shake with a dramatic finish. “Eeck! Makes me itch thinking about them.”
 
   “Spiritualists that aren’t the cleanest of souls or people for that matter, generally come back as the creepier insects.” Izzy dusted her hands together. 
 
   “Like bees?” Bees scared the living daylights out of me. Once Mr. Prince Charming batted at a bee and the bee turned around and stung me. I told Mr. Prince Charming to never touch a bee again, or if he did, I hoped it stung him. 
 
   “Absolutely not!” Petunia drew back, and put her hands on her hip. “Bees are loyal, loving creatures.”
 
   She retreated to the back of the room with her head down, nervously fiddling with the flowers in her hair. I guessed I had to be careful about what I said about animals since she was the one who could talk to them.
 
   “We are going to have to explore all of this later. What matters now is that you get situated and figure out how Ann got your charm bracelet.” Izzy’s A-line skirt and hair cascaded down in unison as she stood up. 
 
   “So you know that I didn’t kill her since you’re psychic and all.” I needed them to confirm that they believed me. I rubbed the new charm bracelet and glanced over at Mr. Prince Charming. No wonder he was obsessed with cicadas. Was everything he had done, even picking out the new charm a coincidence, or was he back as someone else?
 
   Nah. He was lying back with his hind leg straight up in the air while he licked himself. No self respecting spiritualist would come back and do that. . .would they? Nah.
 
   Izzy snapped her fingers and Oscar handed her the packet. . .again. She flipped it open and pointed to Number One in the By-Laws. “Spiritualists can’t read other spiritualists.” She handed it back to Oscar.
 
   “Which reminds me.” Oscar stood over me with a Ding Dong outstretched for me to take. “I’m going to have to separate friendship from professionalism. Although I don’t think you did it, you are the only suspect at this time.”
 
   I jumped to my feet and snatched the Ding Dong. “You can’t possibly think that I killed Ann. I only knew her for under an hour, and although she was mean, I’d never kill anyone.”
 
   Mr. Prince Charming ran over and did figure eights around my ankles. He always knew when I was upset. I’ve always heard that animals have great instincts when it comes to their owner’s emotional ups and downs. 
 
   “I’m not accusing you. Besides, village law states that no one is to be arrested for a crime. They just can’t move out of the village until the crime is solved. Including murder.” This time Oscar opened the packet and pointed out Number Five.
 
   “Are you. . .” My mouth dropped thinking that Oscar could be a spiritualist. “a spiritualist?”
 
   “You need to rest.” Izzy pushed Oscar out of the door before he could answer my question. “And you need to get settled into Whispering Falls. You will find all the supplies you need to get started at the shop. Here is the key.” She put the old skeleton key on the kitchen counter.
 
   Everyone left, even Mr. McGurtle, who assured me that he would answer any questions I might have dealing with my new life.
 
   I looked around my new home, trying to forget about the murder and my bracelet in Ann’s grasp, but it wasn’t working. Even Mr. Prince Charming paced along the walls.
 
   How did Ann get my bracelet? Was my nightmare about her? If it was, would these nightmares stop? Why did Darla keep this secret from me? Who was I?
 
   There were many questions I needed answered. And sitting in this house was not the way I was going to get them.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Nine
 
    
 
   My first day in Whispering Falls was turning out to be the worst day in my life. Not only did my lost charm bracelet show up in a dead person’s hands, but I’d passed out twice, and found out I was a spiritualist. And I didn’t even understand what that was.
 
   Even though it was already dark, surely someone was out and about. I grabbed a Ding Dong off the counter along with the skeleton key to my shop, and Mr. Prince Charming and I headed out on the town.
 
   The fireflies danced around and dotted the night sky creating a little trail down Main Street. No one or nothing was out. It made me wonder if they had locked their doors tight because the new girl had killed one of their own, or just locked their doors out of fear. 
 
   Not me. I was on a mission to find out anything I could to clear my name.
 
   Glorybee Pet Shop was the only store with a light on. Petunia was probably feeding all the animals. I hoped she was up for company. 
 
   The instant smell of animals hit me when I pushed the heavy electric blue wood door open. It had wavy yellow metal detailing that resembled the branches of a tree. One thing was for sure, all the shops in Whispering Falls had the most beautiful doors that led into amazing stores you’d never knew existed. 
 
   No wonder Whispering Falls was a heavy tourist town. I’d only wished I could’ve shared it with Darla or my dad. 
 
   Meow, meow. As if he could read my mind, Mr. Prince Charming stood up on his hind legs and batted at my new charm bracelet, reminding me that the Celtic knot was going to keep me safe. At least thinking that was getting me through this crazy mess. 
 
   There wasn’t anything normal about Glorybee. I wasn’t sure, but I swear I saw a hedge hog run and then roll across the grassy floor over to the real life tree that stood in the corner of the room. A bird skimmed the top of my head and landed on a branch next to a grey squirrel. 
 
   “You behave yourself.” I scolded Mr. Prince Charming before he could get into any trouble. He had been known to chase several birds, squirrels, and chipmunks. I walked over to the tree and couldn’t believe my eyes. The tree was real all the way down into the grassy floor. It was as if they had built Glorybee and forgotten to lay the foundation.
 
   No wonder I didn’t see any animals in Whispering Falls. They all lived here and were living the good life in harmony. Even Mr. Prince Charming sniffed around a few dogs, finally following one to the tree. In a blink of an eye, Mr. Prince Charming was sitting on the same branch as the squirrel, licking his paws.
 
   Please don’t swat the squirrel, there was already an accused murderer in the family, we didn’t need two.
 
   “I thought I heard someone in here.” Petunia peeled the canvas gloves off her hands, exposing the empty leash that was still attached to her wrist, and ripped the Velcro of the beekeeper’s veil from her head. “I was collecting the sweet stuff.” 
 
   She didn’t bother batting the handful of bees buzzing around her ear. I cringed at the thought of getting stung by one. 
 
   “I was walking by and you had your lights on so I thought I’d stop in and say hi.” I wasn’t going to jump in and ask about the psychic stuff. 
 
   “Welcome to my little part of the spiritual world.” She reached up and picked a flower off the tree and stuck it in her bird’s nest of a hair-do. 
 
   “How do you know Ann hasn’t come back?” So much for not jumping in. I opened the Ding Dong, tore it in half, and offered it to her. The duck jumped out of the kid swimming pool and waddled over.
 
   “Are you kidding?” She took a bite, inhaled, and closed her eyes. Exactly how they made me feel. She pinched a piece off and gave it to the duck. “This is delicious. But back to Ann. She always made her presence known.”
 
   Petunia went about her chores of feeding several of the animals, taking time to talk to each one. They seemed to understand her with their responses of purrs, barks, tweets, and nibbles. A long-haired mutt followed her around. He had a long scarf covering his head and a couple different strands of pearls around his neck, each longer than the other.
 
   I pointed to him and shrugged. “Does he belong on your leash?”
 
   “Oh no, Elory was a crystal ball spiritualist in a previous life,” she whispered with the back of her hand covering her mouth. “He refuses to live without his clothes. You think that’s bad, you should’ve known him when he was alive. He wore at least ten necklaces at once.”
 
   I smiled, not sure how to respond to these animals. She talked to them like they were two-footed humans. 
 
   “Now go on.” Petunia finally shooed the bees away. Quickly, they flew through the store and disappeared through the door she had emerged from. She sat down and used the brush to comb through the Siamese cat’s tail.
 
   I wished I had another Ding Dong to give her in case she needed a bribe. I made a mental note to pick up an extra box at the store. 
 
   I sat down next to her and picked up the extra brush near her knee. Several dogs ran over and formed a line. The Great Dane was first in line. Gently, I ran the brush down his back and over his back paws. Petunia brushed a few more before she seemed to remember I was there.
 
   “Poor Ann. No one deserves to die. At least she doesn’t have to deal with allergies anymore.” She motioned for the next animal in line. The hedgehog. With every brush, it shivered and shook, until it finally curled up and rolled away. “It would be a shame to be allergic to honey.”
 
   “She was allergic to honey?” I wondered if Oscar noticed anything funny on the autopsy. Or who does the autopsies around here? “Patience and Constance do the autopsies, right?”
 
   “Um. . .hmmm.” She finished brushing the last animal, Mr. Prince Charming. “He is a very sweet cat.”
 
   I almost asked her to read his fortune or see if he was someone in another life, but I didn’t want to be disappointed. I loved him just the way he was.
 
   “Do you think that Constance would give me the low-down on Ann’s autopsy?” I needed more answers. Petunia wasn’t being very forthcoming. 
 
   “Patience. Ask Patience when Constance isn’t around.” Petunia’s hazel eyes had specs of gold that seemed to glow when she concentrated on something. She stared at me intently. “Patience knows everything going on around here.”
 
   Petunia picked a weed next to her leg. She was in her own little world as she crawled around the grassy floor leaving little piles of crab grass along the way. A goat trotted behind her gobbling them up.
 
   Mr. Prince Charming and I left and walked to A Dose of Darla. It was time to see what was behind the old wooden door. I had the feeling I was unlocking my past.
 
   When I flipped on the light, my eyes had to be deceiving me. My heart leapt up in my throat, and made my lips turn up into the biggest smile. I hadn’t been this giddy since Mr. Prince Charming showed up with my turtle charm. 
 
   Carefully, I ran my hands along the tops of the items as I danced to the front of the store. Darla was all about presentation, and I knew she wouldn’t disappoint. 
 
   The front room where all the hard work of Darla was on display was filled with all sorts of glass bottles of different shapes and sizes. 
 
   Lamps were scattered throughout the shop on small tables. Each lampshade was very ornamental and no two were alike. I vaguely remember playing with the strands of beads that dangled from some of them when I was a child. They made the shop homey, and it felt like I had come home to a place where I belonged. 
 
   There were chalkboards on the wall with the special of the day written in Darla’s handwriting. I took my phone out of my bag and took a photo of each board. Darla might not have believed in picture memories, but I did. 
 
   Tiered display tables sprinkled the shop floor with all sorts of remedies on them. Although the bottles had dust on them, I knew the remedies inside were good. Luckily, I think there was enough inventory to open tomorrow.
 
   I picked up the feather duster off the counter and shook it in the air. Cough, cough. I fanned the air. There was more dust in the duster than in the shop. A quick surface clean was good enough for now.
 
   The back room walls were lined with every ingredient that I had ever dreamed of. Bottle after bottle was in alphabetical order. The dried herbs hung from a clothesline around the room. There were burners, test tubes, melting pots, strainers, muslin cloths, cauldrons and much more. There was a couch, desk, and mini-refrigerator that seemed like a good place to rest if I ever needed to.
 
   There was a cardboard box on the couch. Quickly I rummaged through it. I really wanted to get home and go to bed so that morning would come. I was excited.
 
   The box contained a few odds and ends. A book was wedged in the bottom and I reached for it. I ran my hand along the old leather binding to clear off the dust. 
 
   “Magical Cures Book,” I whispered.
 
   Carefully I opened the leather cover. I didn’t want it to fall apart. Darla Heal was printed on the inside cover.
 
   “Darla’s?” I read aloud. Darla had a Magical Cures Book? I turned a couple of pages. Darla had written in the creases of the book, sort of like a journaling. “Come on,” I gestured for Mr. Prince Charming to follow me. It was time to lock up and go home. 
 
   There was enough time to get home, eat a Ding Dong, and read a little bit of this journal before I had to go to bed. Not only was tomorrow a big day, I was hoping that the book had some answers to the questions I had been seeking.
 
   Clink, clink. I turned the old skeleton key and pushed on the wood door to make sure it was locked. Mr. Prince Charming walked ahead of me with his tail high in the air. It wagged back and forth and hit a few fireflies along the way. 
 
   Having something of Darla’s temporarily made all the bad feelings of the day go away. I’d never known her to have a journal or a book of cures. It sort of surprised me. Darla had no problems expressing how she felt when she felt it. She was always so positive and reminded me that we were no better than anyone or the other way around. She taught me to see the good in everyone. 
 
   I was beginning to doubt that with everything that had happened recently. Hopefully, reading some of Darla’s journal entries would help restore that belief in me.
 
   My new bed was definitely more comfortable than the one I had in Locust Grove. Mr. Prince Charming curled up in the fold of my arm. 
 
   “I open my shop tomorrow,” I read Darla’s words aloud. Fun, I was opening tomorrow too. “I’m a little nervous about some of the measurements being inaccurate. Otto said that it was good, but I still have doubt in my mind. I tell Otto all the time how I wished I had his instincts, his spiritual gift. But if I can’t, I hope our sweet little June does.”
 
   Darla had doubt? Doubtful was one word I would never use to describe her. She always seemed so confident.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Ten
 
    
 
   “Turn over, turn over,” was all I could remember shouting out in my sleep just as I saw the hands slowly peel away from the neck. The head tilted to the side and as if it had one final push, the eyes popped opened, staring at me. They shone with fear.
 
   It was Ann.
 
   My heart nearly leapt out of my chest. It woke me up. Blinking several times, I remembered where I was. Whispering Falls, and smack dab in the middle of a murder. Oh yeah, and how could I almost forget that I’m a spiritualist?
 
   “Mr. Prince Charming?” I called out but he wasn’t anywhere to be found. He must’ve found some sort of escape route out of the house, just like he did in Locust Grove. Darla’s journal was lying next to me. I must’ve fallen asleep reading it. “Eloise,” I whispered. 
 
   She was going to have to go to the back of my mind until I told Oscar about my nightmare. A little too late, but still it was strange for my nightmares to be changing so much.
 
   I grabbed my cell and dialed him.
 
   “How did you sleep?” There was concern in his voice.
 
   “Good, until the body turned over.” I pushed the button on the coffee pot and then looked out the window over the kitchen sink. 
 
   The house sat on top the hill giving a great view of all the visitors that were already walking around. 
 
   Bella was right. The lush green grass that covered the ground surrounding the shops was vibrant. It looked like carpet.
 
   “What do you mean body?” Oscar asked with caution. 
 
   “My nightmare was different. It wasn’t the same one.” Out the window, in the distance, I could see a little white fur ball galloping toward the house, and it looked like there was something in his mouth. “The hands let go and the body turned over. It was Ann.”
 
   “Don’t tell me any more until you get an attorney.” He pleaded.
 
   “An attorney?” Why in the world. . .oh, no. My throat hit the bottom of my stomach. “Are you saying there aren’t any other suspects? Only me?”
 
   “I’m just saying that no one else had any issues with Ann that I can find. You and she had a public fight.” Oscar was to the point.
 
   “Fine.” I wasn’t going to argue with him. I knew I didn’t do it. Just because everyone around here had all sorts of psychic abilities, I’m sure they were still human and had fights. I did feel a little tension between Chandra and Ann, as well as Izzy and Ann. Hell, Ann had tried to sue Chandra. And what about the statement that Izzy said the first time I went to Mystic Lights about the fact that Ann couldn’t hold down a job and it was her responsibility. Why was Ann her responsibility? 
 
   There was only one way to find out. 
 
   Madame Torres.
 
   It was at least worth exploring. I was determined to figure out everyone’s relationship and how they were connected to Ann. If I were a betting woman, I’d say Madame Torres could tell me a thing or two.
 
   “June.” Oscar stopped me before I hung up. “Don’t go around putting your nose where it doesn’t belong. You need to let the experts do that. Something will turn up.”
 
   He knew me too well. But not well enough to know that I wasn’t going to listen to him.
 
   Mewl, mewl. Mr. Prince Charming dropped something near my foot. I hung the phone up and bent down to pick it up. 
 
   “You are a thief.” The dog charm was cute with the two small diamonds for eyes. “You are making us look really bad. It’s not enough that they think I killed Ann and you go off and steal a charm.”
 
   What was it with this cat? I shook my head. There was no time to waste. I had to get my hands on that crystal ball, plus it was opening day for A Dose of Darla.
 
   After I got ready, I grabbed a couple Ding Dongs, thinking this could be a stressful day and walked toward Main Street.
 
   I glanced over at Mystic Lights. No thanks to Mr. Prince Charming, Madame Torres was going to have to wait. I had to get this charm back to Bella.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
   “Good morning.” Bella greet us when we walked in. Her store was so crowded. The customers were trying on all sorts of jewelry. “How did you sleep?”
 
   “Um. . .you know, new place and all.” I shrugged. Did she really think I slept well? A little thing called murder was on my mind. Plus I didn’t want to give any details of my nightmare, even though I had to wonder if she could read my mind. I took the dog charm out of my pocket and laid it on the counter. “I’m afraid Mr. Prince Charming stole this from you.”
 
   “He didn’t steal it. I gave it to him and told him to take it to you.” She handed the lady next to me a bracelet with turquoise stones instead of the jade stones. 
 
   “I think I like the jade better.” The woman pushed the turquoise bracelet back towards Bella.
 
   “No, you will be much happier with turquoise. I promise.” Bella’s eyes twinkled. She picked up the bracelet and put it on the woman.
 
   The woman gasped in delight. She smiled at Bella. “I think you are right.” 
 
   Bella took the woman’s payment, and she left as happy as could be.
 
   “How did you do that?” I asked in amazement. “How did you know she’d like the turquoise one better?”
 
   “It’s in her stars.” Bella smiled, leaned over and whispered, “I’m the astrologer of the village. You know horoscope and crystal reader.”
 
   “Ahh.” I nodded. Whispering Falls definitely had a lot of secrets for me to explore. “Back to the charm. You told him to bring it to me?”
 
   “Yes.” She picked up a cleaning cloth and cleaned the jade bracelet before replacing back in the jewelry case. “I wanted you to have it. Dog charms help prevent evil spirits from attacking the living. Especially a spiritualist. And I have a feeling someone evil is out to get you.”
 
   First off, that didn’t make me feel good at all, even though I’d been ignoring my intuition that something evil was lurking. Secondly, Bella’s words weren’t much different than what Madame Torres said.
 
   “Out to get me?” I felt a little like Patience repeating Constance. “And what do my stars say?”
 
   She was a supposed spiritualist, she should be able to tell me my future or if someone was out to get me.
 
   “Rules of the village, no spiritualist can read for another spiritualist. You must figure your own path.” She floated her hands around in the air.
 
   I planted my elbows on the case and put my chin in my hands. “I want my future to be normal like two days ago. That is what I want.”
 
   “That might not be in your cards.” She smiled before she went on to the next customer. She pointed over my shoulder, out the door. “I think you have a line at the door of your shop.” 
 
   She was right. A Dose of Darla had customers. Mr. Prince Charming and I hurried out and down the street. There was money to be made.
 
   I slipped into the back door to get familiar with the shop before I opened it up to the crowd outside. 
 
   With a deep inhale, I unlocked the door. . .into my new life.
 
   The line of customers was a steady stream. Between answering questions and making up quick remedies, I cleaned all the nook and crannies. Anything and everything that had Darla’s handwriting on it, I tucked into a small box that I had found behind the counter. 
 
   Nothing seemed to bother Mr. Prince Charming. He found a nice comfy spot on the well worn cushion on a chair behind the counter to sleep on.
 
   It was reassuring that I was able to answer questions and mix up all sorts of remedies without consulting Darla’s notebook as I had done in years past. It was all coming naturally to me. Maybe I did have a knack for this spiritual stuff.
 
   From the back room, I grabbed of couple of ingredients and threw them in a mixing bowl. I could mix and create while I answered questions. 
 
   “Can I help you?” I asked the tall, dark man that had been waiting patiently in the corner of the store as I mixed the remedy to treat hemorrhoids for a waiting customer. 
 
   “I’ll wait until you are done.” He gestured toward my hemorrhoid customer.
 
   I let the ingredients mix, and added an extra spoonful of witch hazel. I picked out the prettiest bottle to put the remedy in. If my customer had to have such an awful sickness, at least she could enjoy the pretty bottle. Unlike the aluminum tubes you get from a doctor. 
 
   The hour-glass bottle had the loveliest green flowers glued all over it. But the elegant flower glass cork was the added elegant touch.
 
   “Beautiful,” the woman gasped, gingerly taking the bottle from me. 
 
   “Follow these directions to a tee, and you will never have an issue again.” I assured her giving her a piece of paper that I had scribbled the directions on. 
 
   “Thank you,” she whispered, touching my hand. “I don’t know what it is about this town, but I always leave feeling so good inside.”
 
   “Village,” I corrected her. “We are a village that cares.”
 
   The mysterious gentleman stepped aside to make room for her to leave, and then stepped forward. He glanced around the room before laying a brown package on the counter. 
 
   “I’m sorry you waited so long. What is that?” I asked. 
 
   He stared at me.
 
   I closed my eyes hoping some type of homeopathic cure would come to me like it had all day long.
 
   Nothing.
 
   I didn’t know what happened. I wondered if my spiritual abilities had been zapped. 
 
   “What is it?” I looked into his deep, dark eyes for an answer.
 
   Why did I get the gift of knowing homeopathic cures instead of something cool like the ability to read one’s mind? 
 
   “It’s the sweet grass that you asked for.” He unrolled the brown wrapping revealing the long stems, some brown, some green. “I didn’t come all this way to be shafted. We grow a crop for you every year. And when the winds blow telling us you need sweet grass, I bring it.”
 
   “Oh. I’m sorry. I’m new around here. And this whole spiritualist thing is really something I just found out about.” I picked up a strand and smelled it. Nothing sweet about it. “And who did you say ordered it?”
 
   “The wind.” He crossed his arms in front of him. 
 
   The wind? Right. I grinned. So the wind had a soul and he could read it? Geez. Now I’d heard it all.
 
   I looked over his shoulders. There was another line forming down the street and he was holding it up.
 
   “I have just what you need.” I went to the back and quickly began to mix up bushmaster snake remedy that has a wide range of uses. And not knowing if this guy was crazy, I knew it would help get the chemicals in his mind back to normal. 
 
   “June?” Izzy called out from the front. “Do you need some help?”
 
   I walked up to the front and Izzy was talking to the gentleman. 
 
   “It’ll be just a moment.” I put my finger up. “Business is good today.”
 
   Izzy leaned back and gestured to the line of customers. “Business is good every day. I see that the sweet grass is here for the smudging ceremony.” She patted the tall man on the back.
 
   “Yes.” He nodded and put his hand out. “I’m waiting on payment.”
 
   “I. . .”I stammered, looking back and forth between them. “I’m a bit confused. Smudging? I thought he was crazy.”
 
   Izzy threw her long blond head back and laughed so loud it made Mr. Prince Charming wake up from his nap. He stretched and arched his back in the air before he ran out the door.
 
   The tall man also threw his head back, his long black hair falling behind his shoulder, exposing several feathers that were braided into it. Instantly I knew he was Native American and delivering herbs for this smudging thing, whatever that was.
 
   “I’m so sorry.” I took a couple hundred dollars out of the register and handed it to him. He was obviously the contact for the village on all things we need from the Native American village.
 
   This was a plus. There were many times I needed something for a remedy in Locust Grove and couldn’t get it because no one sold it. If I wanted it, I was going to have to find a Native American to give it to me. Now I had that contact.
 
   He grabbed the money, put it in his pocket and left.
 
   “I’m so sorry. I had no idea,” I apologized to Izzy. She took this village very seriously. 
 
   “No problem.” She looked around. “I’m glad you have put your gifts to work today, and not wasted them at the flea market.”
 
   “Izzy?” I stopped her before she left. I looked around the store and made sure no one was around us. “I’d like to buy that snow globe from you.”
 
   Her eyes shot through me. “We can talk about that later.” Her words were quick and sharp.
 
   “There was one in particular. . .” I was going to tell her about Madame Torres, but she cut me off.
 
   “Have a wonderful day.” She turned on her heeled pointy-toed, laced-up black boots, the A-frame skirt twirled, and she walked out.
 
   I was going to get my hands on Madame Torres with or without Izzy’s permission, but I had to focus on this smudging ceremony.
 
   I could see the top of Chandra’s turban weaving in and out of the crowd.
 
   “I wanted to pop in with a quick hello while I had a person in the mud bath.” She chuckled, and then shivered. “A woman came in for a manicure. Of course I read her palm without her knowing, and talked her into a mud bath. She’s going to need a lot more pampering with the stress she’s going to have in her life.” She tapped her long blue nails on the cash register. “Looks like business has been good.”
 
   “I can’t complain.” Truth be told, I couldn’t wait to see how much I had sold today. I was sure I had made more today than I had made last year at the flea market.
 
   I was glad to see Chandra. It gave me an opportunity to ask her a few questions about Ann while the customers picked up the retail bottles and read the homeopathic ingredients that was going to cure them.
 
   “You could tell by my palm that I didn’t kill Ann, right?” I was talking about how she had looked at my hand yesterday after I had passed out.
 
   “Oh, dear,” she giggled, “it’s not my place to judge. According to Petunia, Ann hasn’t come back. And we all know what that means.”
 
   I assumed she was talking about the whole good soul, bad soul thing. And I didn’t even understand all of that.
 
   “You and Ann got along, right?” I leaned over the counter a bit more, pulled my hair behind my shoulder so I could hear her. “Even after she tried to sue you?”
 
   “No one got along with Ann.” She tapped her temple. “Gerald did. Once I caught him in here looking through the honey homeopathic cures. Did he ask you about honey cures?”
 
   I wished Chandra would stay on the subject, but she was flighty and always nervous. By her constant laughter, I could tell talking about Ann had made her uncomfortable. Plus she never answered my question about her relationship with Ann.
 
   “I must go. Many customers need their nails done.” She smiled. “And a few little life questions answered for them without asking is a nice touch to keep them coming back.”
 
   I waved goodbye and helped the next customer.
 
   I wondered if everyone in the village gave their customers little tid-bits about their life using their spiritual gifts. Bella did it with the bracelet and Chandra practiced on her customers. No wonder people came back to Whispering Falls.
 
   I pulled a Ding Dong out from behind the counter and savored every single morsel while recalling what Chandra had said about honey.
 
   Why didn’t Gerald get fresh honey from Petunia? Why would he break into A Dose of Darla? A light bulb went off in my head. Didn’t Petunia say that Ann was allergic to honey?
 
   Hmm. . .only one way to find out. Patience Karima. I had to get her alone, away from Constance.
 
   After all the customers were gone, I restocked the shelves exactly the way Darla always had, I had one thing and one thing only on my mind. Patience Karima and that autopsy report.
 
   I locked the wooded door behind us, and Mr. Prince Charming and I proceeded to walk down Main Street. Some of the shops were still open. Glorybee Pet Store had a shop full of customers. I’d imagine that store was the last one closed every day. Who couldn’t resist a look at some great animals that cohabit, not to mention the live tree? 
 
   I popped my head in to say hello.
 
   Petunia was sitting on the grass floor while the animals and customers milled about. I waved when she looked up. She waved back. There was a bird sitting on her shoulder. A few days ago I would’ve thought it was strange, now it seemed normal. My new normal.
 
   “Yoo hoo.” 
 
   I looked up and Bella stood on the sidewalk, in front of her shop, waving her hands in the air. “I’ve got your bracelet.”
 
   I had completely forgotten that I had left my bracelet there this morning so she could put the new dog charm on. At this point, I was going to take all the luck I could get. I hurried down to get it from her.
 
   “That was fast.” My eyes lit up watching her clasp the charm bracelet on my arm. It reminded me of the little turtle charm, and how much I longed to have it back.
 
   Which reminded me of Ann, and the possibility that she was killed by honey. But why would Gerald want her dead?
 
   “Thank you.” I admired the bracelet, and then glanced down the street towards Two Sisters and a Funeral. 
 
   The Karima sisters were scurrying down the street.
 
   Gerald came out of The Gathering Grove, and locked the door behind him. He tapped his top hat on his head. He was off to somewhere fast. He didn’t even notice us across the street.
 
   “Hello,” A whisper grazed my ear.
 
   “Hello,” I chirped and turned to see who greeted me. No one but Bella was around me. 
 
   “Where is everyone going?” They all seemed to be heading in the same direction. 
 
   “It’s time for the smudging ceremony. I hope you got the ingredients with you.” Bella’s brows drew together. She looked confused. “See you there.”
 
   There was that word again. Smudging.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
   “Smudging ceremony?” I asked and watched the entire village shut down as if everyone knew what was going on but me. Even Mr. Prince Charming had gotten curious and followed everyone that was walking toward the lake. “I don’t even know what that is.”
 
   Bella touched her head. “You need to go back to your shop and focus on the smudging ceremony. You will figure out what you need.”
 
   This was no time to rely on “you have a spiritual gift, use it” speech. I was a fact kind of girl. The girl that used Darla’s recipes to come up with her own. I needed a starting point. 
 
   “I will let you in on a little secret. A smudging ceremony takes place in the wooded area beyond the lake. There is a large rock that you won’t miss. After something, um, say negative happens in the village, we cleanse the village of any evil spirits.” We nodded at passersby heading to the ceremony. “Since you are the new homeopathic spiritualist of the village, you should know everything we need in order to cleanse the village of the evil spirits. I’m just the astrologer.”
 
   “But.” I was going to protest, but she left without saying goodbye. 
 
   I looked back at The Gathering Grove, realizing that Gerald and my questions were going to have to wait. Even the smudging ceremony was going to wait a little bit longer. 
 
   I tugged on the big wooden door of Mystic Lights just in case it was unlocked and if it was did that constitute breaking and entering? Of course it wasn’t unlocked, so I headed around the back of the cottage shop to check out any other way in. 
 
   Each window was locked. I glanced at the cellar doors. My hands gripped the handles, my knuckles white. Without thinking twice about going deep into the eerie basement, I flung the doors open and bolted down the steps.
 
   It was just as icky as I imagined a cellar would be. I pulled the string on the single bulb light. You’d think Izzy would’ve invested in a nice light since it was a light shop. There were cobwebs everywhere
 
   Phewt, phewt. I blew my way through them and pulled them off my face. I could see the faint green glow from Madame Torres’s globe. It led me to the stairs that would lead inside the store. 
 
   Creek, creek. One by one the steps made their own melodic song of eeriness. The glow seeped under the crack of the door, getting brighter with each step.
 
   Slowly I put my hand on the knob and tried to turn it, but it was locked. I shook the handle to jiggle it loose. 
 
   “Damn,” I whispered. It was not going to budge. I leaned my shoulder up against the door and pushed. Still nothing. 
 
   “Madame Torres?” I pressed my lips up to the crack. “Can you hear me?”
 
   “What? Where are you?” Madame Torres snarled from the other side. “Isadora Solstice put me in the closet. I don’t like the dark.” She let out a cry and the glow was gone.
 
   “Madame Torres?” I called for her. “Are you there? I need to know who I need to stay away from. Madame Torres?”
 
   She didn’t respond and the crack stayed dark. I had to get my hands on her, but how? 
 
   I had no time to try to break in. Evidently I had to perform a smudging ceremony, whatever that was. I made sure that I closed the cellar doors so Izzy wouldn’t know I was there. The streets were empty as I made my way to the shop. I couldn’t help but peer over my back. If I was in danger like Madame Torres said, and someone was framing me for Ann’s murder, surely they were watching me. But who?
 
   After I unlocked the wooden door, I stood inside of A Dose of Darla and inhaled—deeply. Surely something was going to come flooding into my spiritualist’s body. Nothing but a craving for a Ding Dong came flooding.
 
   I opened my black bag and pulled out a Ding Dong and Darla’s journal.
 
   I’d bet Darla had done this smudging thing a time or two. I thumbed through the worn leather journal looking for anything that resembled a ceremony. 
 
   “Things you need to know,” I read Darla’s handwriting out loud. Who was she talking to? Who needs to know what? Was this journal intended for me? As much as I wanted to sit there and read through it, there wasn’t time to explore my questions. I dog-eared the page for later reading and continued to thumb through it.
 
   “Intuition?” My gut told me to stop and read it. “Always rely on your intuition. You have always had a great sense of feeling. That is why I think you are a spiritualist like your father. When you really need something, you need to stop and listen to your gut.”
 
   I flipped the page. “That’s it?” I flipped a couple more pages, but the topics were different. “Tell me something I don’t know.”
 
   I put the journal in my black bag and strapped it across my chest. I walked to the back room where most of the herbs were hanging and ran my fingers along the bottom-edge of them, trying to “listen to my gut” as Darla had put it. I had no choice but to listen to my intuition.
 
   Sage? Sage was a healer. That sounded good. And that was what I relied on to get me what I needed for the ceremony. After all, it was now my ceremony and I could do what I wanted to.
 
   Which made me think. If I was doing all of it now, who had been doing it? I made a mental note to ask Izzy about it. I wondered if that was a clue to who had been conspiring to make me the village killer.
 
   With all the herbs in my arms, I grabbed the journal, and then I made my way around the lake. I couldn’t help but stop where they had found Ann and brush my shoes along the tall grass. I didn’t know what I was looking for, but I did hope that Oscar might’ve missed something. Anything.
 
   The grass parted exposing the muddy floor before the edge of the lake. I bent down when I saw what looked like a shoe print. A couple of shoe prints. And the toes were more dug in than the back of the shoe, as if they stood on their toes for a lengthy period of time. Which someone would if they were holding someone down by their neck, right? 
 
   One thing that struck me funny, I was the one who was going to perform the ceremony to heal the village from the killer, and I was the only suspect.
 
   I heard the crowd gathering in the woods. The footprints were going to have to wait. If no one saw them by now, no one was going to be looking anytime soon. Or so I hoped.
 
   Everyone parted when they saw me coming, making a pathway for me to walk to the rock. Bella was right, it was a huge rock that had some significant meaning to the village. What the meaning was, I had no clue, reminding me that I had a lot to learn about my new life. 
 
   Maybe I should just start reading up about life in jail.
 
   I laid the three herbs I had gathered and put them across the rock. A collective sigh of relief fell over the crowd like I really did something wonderful. That was all I needed. Dramatically, I took apart the sage stalks and lit one on fire.
 
   I waved it around me and then danced on the outskirts of the crowd. Letting the smoke of the sage take over the night air. I remember Darla taking her incense and doing something similar. It made me laugh thinking about her and our little dance.
 
   Only now I know our little dances were much more than that. She was trying to keep me safe. But from what, or who? 
 
   “Sage is a healing herb. Breathe it. Let it come into your soul. We are in need to heal our village,” I repeated, making my way behind the crowd as they swept the smoke close to their bodies.
 
   I made my way back to the rock. I laid the smoldering Sage on the rock to let it continue to simmer and picked up the Cedar stalks.
 
   I lit them. 
 
   “If everyone would bow their heads.” The cedar began to smoke. I had no idea how to pray, but I’d seen it many times when I went to church with Oscar and his uncle Jordan. It was the only time Darla let me go to church. “Please drive out all the negative energy and bring good influences into our village.”
 
   Everyone had their eyes closed and heads bowed when I went by them, waving the burning cedar over their heads.
 
   I made it to Gerald. He opened his eyes in shock, threw his hands over his mouth, and took off into the dark night. 
 
   “Shhhh.” I quieted the crowd down. As I continued on my cedar trip around the group, I heard someone make a comment about Gerald and how I must’ve driven his evil spirit off.
 
   Without hesitation I repeated the ritual of putting the smoldering cedar on the rock next to the sage and picked up the sweet grass, lighting it on fire.
 
   “Everyone!” My voice boomed into the darkness. “Lift up your heads, pray into the smoke. Sweet grass carries your words in the smoke up to the gods.”
 
   As if the gods had really spoken, all the four-legged creatures and fireflies gathered into the circle, all their heads to the sky. Remembering they might be good souls that have come back, I made them part of my speech.
 
   “All creatures are welcome.” I shook the smoky sweet grass up and down as I walked around. “We are all one!”
 
   I gathered all the clippings in one pile and let them burn together. I rubbed my hands together in the smoke and then brought the smoke to my body, letting it run all over me. I especially brought the smoke up to my head to cleanse any nightmares I might have.
 
   With the smoke billowing above me, I lifted my hands and closed my eyes. “We are entering into the unseen powers of the plants and with the spirits of the ceremony.”
 
   Where in the hell did that come from? I opened one eye to see if everyone was watching. They weren’t. They were taking it all in.
 
   “As in all good relationships, there has to be honor and respect if this relationship is going to work!”
 
   I fell across the rock for a dramatic ending. I waited for a few seconds before I got back up, so everyone had an opportunity to open their eyes and see me.
 
   “Good night.” I bowed my head waiting for everyone to leave the circle. “Good night.”
 
   With my head bowed toward my feet, I watched Mr. Prince Charming making his figure eight around my ankles, and purring as if he was letting me know that I did a good job.
 
   “Wee bit of a drama queen?” Oscar clapped his hands together.
 
   “Where were you?” I asked, keeping my voice down because not everyone had left. “I looked for you.”
 
   “I was standing by one of the trees in the woods. I didn’t want to knock you off your game.” He laughed. “Besides, I don’t have a spiritual gift and was not invited to the party.”
 
   “But I thought you had to in order to live in the village?” That didn’t make sense to me. I could’ve sworn I heard Izzy tell me that. There was so much that had been thrown at me, maybe I had gotten it all mixed up. 
 
   “I don’t know about that.” He pulled a Ding Dong from the pocket of his jacket. “Want company?”
 
   I grabbed it and split it in half. 
 
   “I’m always up for your company.” 
 
   We walked in silence past the lake and up the hill to my rental, savoring every single delicious bite. 
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
   The cleansing must’ve worked. I didn’t have a nightmare and slept like a baby for the first time in years. Even Mr. Prince Charming was curled up next to me when I woke up.
 
   “Glad to see you didn’t steal any more charms.” I ran my hands down his back and along his tail.
 
   A bit of happiness was in my soul. There were things I had to do, like get a lawyer, figure out how to get a mold of those footprints at the lake, and talk to Gerald. 
 
   The sun hit the side-table and illuminated Darla’s journal. I was going to try to read a little bit of it before bed last night, but the smudging ceremony mentally exhausted me and before I knew it, my head hit the pillow and I was out. Luckily I didn’t have another nightmare, so maybe the smudging thing should happen every night.
 
   I rubbed my finger over the gold lettering on the old cover. I couldn’t help but wonder if she had deliberately left it for me just in case I did find my way back to Whispering Falls and discover that I was like my father—a spiritualist. 
 
   Mr. Prince Charming curled up on the pillow, next to my head, when he realized it was going to be one of those mornings. Lazy.
 
   I turned the cover. Mildew and dust tickled my nose. The pages were crisp. Almost fragile as if they were dry-rotted.
 
   Eloise and I made our pact today. The only other person I told was Izzy. There was no way I was going to tell Otto. He’s so professional and if he knew I was talking to Eloise, he’d throw a fit. I wish I knew what Eloise did to get banned from the village, but Izzy won’t tell me and I can’t let anyone else know that I found her. She really could be a lot of help around here in making A Dose of Darla a real potion shop. I’m just glad I can help her use her gifts. Plus June loves her. 
 
   How in the world did I love someone I didn’t even remember? If I loved her so much, why wasn’t she in my life? I was sure that Izzy could answer those questions.
 
   Mewl, mewl. Mr. Prince Charming had enough of Darla’s journal.
 
   “Fine. Let’s get going.” I threw the bedspread back and planted my feet in the shag carpet. It was way better than the old hardwood floors the Cape Cod had. Quickly I glanced at the next entry before I put the journal back on the table. There didn’t seem to be anything that popped out at me. Nothing that couldn’t wait until later.
 
   We made our way to our new kitchen. No different than every other morning, I made my coffee and threw a scoop of cat food in Mr. Prince Charming’s bowl. I had no idea why I bother. He ends up eating my leftovers or I just make double. 
 
   Out of the corner of my eye, I saw someone walking down the empty street of Whispering Falls. It was still early and the streets wouldn’t be filled for a couple of more hours.
 
   I could see a woman with short red hair and she wore a long cloak. She was mumbling something and swinging a long chain. 
 
   “What in the world?” I squinted to confirm that she was swinging smoke out of a ball at the other end of the chain. 
 
   Izzy came into the light wearing a different A-line skirt, a purple choice today, and the same pointy-toed ankle boots. She gestured towards my house. I ducked in case they saw me spying on them.
 
   “Who are you and why are you looking up here?” This was a feeling I didn’t like. After all I was still the only suspect in Ann’s death.
 
   It’s wasn’t me they should be looking at. I can’t say my smudging ceremony technique was a gift or more of bull on my part, but I did know that Gerald got sick and left. According to smudging “rules,” if someone gets sick during the ceremony, they have evil souls. 
 
   I took a sip of my coffee and looked at Mr. Prince Charming. “I can drink tea in the morning instead of this.” I set the mug down and went back into my bedroom to get ready.
 
   I had plenty of time to grab a cup of tea before work and ask Gerald a few questions, plus find out who that woman was.
 
   By the time we had gotten out of the house, the streets were already beginning to fill up with visitors, and lines had formed in front of many of the shops.
 
   Of course there was a line at The Gathering Grove. It seemed to be the big hangout for everyone in the village. Plus it was the only place in Whispering Falls to eat.
 
   “Hi, June.” Chandra’s hands were filled with a sac full of goodies. “I love to have these sitting out when clients come in. It’s all about pampering the soul, and it helps to pamper the stomach. I’m surprised to see you here.”
 
   “I thought I’d try out what I hear is the best cup of tea in town.” I held the door for her.
 
   “And see if Gerald is an evil soul?” She chuckled. 
 
   “No, why would I think he was evil?” He did run off during the smudging ceremony which may have meant a couple of things. One, that he was a bad soul, or two, that he was hiding something. I picked number two and that was exactly why I was there.
 
   Before she could answer, a flurry of visitors pushed their way through the door. 
 
   “Stop by and I’ll give you a free manicure.” Chandra held her sack tight. “We can catch up then.”
 
   “Ok!” I shouted over the crowd.
 
   I got mixed up in the group and continued to make my way to the register to order my drink. There wasn’t going to be any time to question Gerald because the long line in front of me was going to take up any free time I would have before I needed to open the shop.
 
   I looked around, but couldn’t see over everyone’s head. Gerald was nowhere to be found, nor his top hat. Mr. Primrose, the realtor, was standing a couple of people in front of me in the line.
 
   “Mr. Primrose, how do the new owners like my old house?” I was curious to see how they were getting along. 
 
   “Um. . .June dear, that was bought by the village. We need you here, so you can visit anytime you’d like.” His face turned red. “I’m not good at lying. I’m sure it would be fine with the council if I told you the truth.”
 
   If they didn’t sell my house, then maybe there were some clues to what happened to my bracelet. I had the bracelet on when I went to bed on my last night there. I didn’t have it on when I was packing the boxes.
 
   “Hello, June!” Bella shouted from behind the counter once I got to the front of the line. “That bracelet was meant for you.”
 
   I lifted my hand up and admired it with her. It was a perfect fit, but I still missed my turtle. Though I wasn’t sure if I wanted it back because it had been in the clutches of a dead hand.
 
   “What are you doing here?” I asked. There had to be a reasonable explanation. “Where’s Gerald?”
 
   She looked around before she answered. She leaned over the counter and whispered, “He’s ill. But hopefully will be back tomorrow. Quick frankly, I’m surprised to see you here.”
 
   That was now the second person to tell me that in less than ten minutes. 
 
   “Everyone seems to be surprised to see me.” I was beginning to believe there was a rumor going around about me that I should be in jail.
 
   “You tried to kill me!” Gerald screamed from across the room. He rushed over. His bottom lip quivered. Or what was once the outline of his lips. His eyes were swollen so much that all I could see were little slits. With his fists clenched to his side, he growled, “You do not belong in this village. You are nothing like Otto or Darla!”
 
   I tried to kill you? My eyes bulged. I was unable to think, and nothing was coming out of my mouth. Everyone stopped drinking their tea, and eating their goodies. All eyes were on me. 
 
   “I. . .” I gasped for air. 
 
   “I. . .I what? Didn’t think you’d get caught? Well, I’ve got a call into that police officer from Locust Grove, checking into your background!” He shook his fist at me. “You will not be able to practice your spirituality here until you are found not guilty! Order of the council!”
 
   A collective gasp filled the air. My legs felt like they were filled with lead, unable to move.
 
   “Don’t do that to her, Gerald.” Bella moved from behind the counter and took me into her arms. “She didn’t know that you are severely allergic to cedar.” 
 
   Cedar? I quickly recalled my specifically getting into the cedar portion of last night’s smudging ceremony. I especially fanned the smoke near the members of the council to show them that I might know what I was talking about with the spiritual stuff. But truth be told, I was winging it the entire time. Why in the world did I listen to my gut like Darla said in her journal? 
 
   “If she’s a spiritualist, she’d know.” His jaw clenched and he glared. “Get out! I will let you know when the council is going to meet.”
 
   I ran out without looking back. I slammed into someone, knocking them down. 
 
   “June?” Izzy was laid out flat with her purple skirt flung in the air. She fought the skirt tooth and nail to keep the crinoline down, but it was winning. 
 
   “I’m so sorry,” I gasped reaching for her hand to help her up. Instead I fell on the pavement next to her and burst into tears. “I’m a failure. I’m not a spiritualist. I should’ve never moved here.”
 
   “That is nonsense.” She stood up and brushed herself off. “Get up and come with me.”
 
   I did exactly what she told me to do. By the time we made it down to Mystic Lights, a crowd had gathered outside The Gathering Grove and everyone was staring at me. 
 
   I briefly told Izzy what had happened in The Gathering Grove, including how I picked the herbs out for last night’s smudging ceremony.
 
   “First off, you didn’t try to kill anyone. We rushed you into moving here.” She unlocked the gate to Mystic Lights and once inside she locked it behind us. “Secondly, that is what a spiritualist does. You are listening to your instincts, the higher powers are telling you what to pick. And it worked! I had Eloise confirm it this morning.”
 
   “Eloise?” 
 
   “Yes, she is a spiritualist who uses the power of incense to cleanse or empower the client. She’s amazing.” Izzy talked in a rush. “She said that everything is going to fine in the village. Just a hiccup or two. Maybe Gerald is one of those hiccups. But as a spiritualist, you know you can’t read another spiritualist unless they let you.” She tapped the crystal ball sitting on the counter. It wasn’t Madame Torres. I wished it were.
 
   The face appeared from the dark liquid and didn’t take her long-lashed eyes off me. 
 
   Was the person in the crystal ball wanting to read me? I’d never believed in any of that stuff, like Darla—until now. I glanced around Mystic Lights to see if I could find Madame Torres, but the glass globe wasn’t anywhere to be found.
 
   Focus, focus. I peeled my eyes off of the shadowy face from the other crystal ball. 
 
   “Can you tell me a little more about Eloise? And how to find her?” I asked. The face in the crystal ball continued to watch me and every move I made.
 
   “She only visits every once in a while. There’s no need to worry about Eloise. I’m sure you’ll meet her one day.” She tapped the crystal ball with her long fingernail. 
 
   “It’s just that Darla had some kind of agreement with her.” I shrugged, and lied. “I only want to find more out about my past.”
 
   That really wasn’t a lie. I wanted Eloise’s help. If Darla trusted her, maybe I could trust her in helping me clear my name. 
 
   “Really,” Izzy’s voice boomed, “there is no need to contact Eloise. I don’t recall her ever knowing your mother.”
 
   Liar! I wanted to shout and point, but she wasn’t going to budge. One way or another, I was going to find Eloise.
 
   “What about the crystal ball I want? Where is it?” I looked around again.
 
   “That old thing? It’s probably been put away. I can’t remember. You need a new one. Once you settle in and we get this whole murder thing behind us, I’ll give you a lesson.” Izzy walked over to the gate. 
 
   I wasn’t interested in a lesson. I was interested in what evil spirit was out to get me. Right now, Gerald seemed to be the only evil spiritualist out to get me. Or was he the one framing me? There was no way I was going to ask about the relationship between Gerald and Ann. Izzy made it very clear she wasn’t interested in helping me.
 
   “Anyway, why don’t you take the day off and let me talk to Gerald when he calms down.” 
 
   She patted my shoulder and nudged me toward the door. “I will let you know what happens. Just take some time for yourself today.”
 
   A customer hurried through the door.
 
   Sure you will. I was beginning to realize I couldn’t believe a word that came out of Izzy’s mouth. I was going to have to solve this thing on my own if I wanted to be clear. She was right about taking time off. Not only was I going to take the day off, I was going to drive back to Locust Grove, see if there are any funny footprints around my old house, even though I knew it was against Number Five in the Spiritualist handbook. Seriously? What did I have to lose at this point?
 
   I turned back around to face Izzy when I remembered what Gerald had said about me not being able to open my shop until I was found not guilty.
 
   “What about my shop?” Lines formed between my brows. 
 
   “Oh, that.” She grabbed the crystal ball off the counter and shooed me off so she could help the next customer.
 
   I took it as a cue to wait on her to talk to Gerald. I couldn’t leave the shop closed for long. It was my income. It was how Mr. Prince Charming and I ate.
 
   “Are you going on a trip soon?” Izzy asked the customer as she rolled the cloudy, round glass in her hand. 
 
   “Yes.” The customer drew back. “How did you know?”
 
   “Let’s just say I see sailboats in your future.” Her eyes lit up when a smile curled on her face. “Be sure to get some Dramamine from your doctor. You are going to have a fabulous time.”
 
   The customer nodded and they continued to carry on a conversation. I was sure Izzy was going to be dishing out even more advice.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
   I pulled up to the old Cape Cod, and my heart sank for Darla. Even when Darla died, I had always felt a presence. I didn’t feel that in Whispering Falls. Maybe it was the memories that made me nostalgic. I could only hope the journal would help fill that void.
 
   The Green Machine seemed to groan with happiness when I turned it off. Mr. McGurtle’s house was as lonely as mine. I wondered if he ever came home or just stayed in Whispering Falls since I wasn’t his responsibility anymore. 
 
   I grabbed my black bag and strapped it across my chest. I walked around what was left of the shed before I went in the house. Just a few boot prints from the firefighters and ashes were all that was left. Not even a piece of the test tubes I used to mix my crazy concoctions could be found. 
 
   I pulled on the screen door and it was unlocked just like it always was. Instantly a familiar smell consumed my soul. . .home.
 
   The old floor creaked as though I’d never left, and the furniture was still in place. 
 
   I wiped a tear that had fallen down my cheek. Home sweet home, I sighed. Only I couldn’t come home until I cleared my name in Whispering Falls.
 
   With my shoulders back, I inhaled. I came here to do a job, and to find any evidence that someone had taken my bracelet. 
 
   I went back outside and looked around, especially underneath the windows. The only way someone could break in, at night, would be to climb through one. That was exactly how Oscar used to get in. 
 
   Many times I’d wake up and he’d be standing there without me ever hearing him come in. Darla finally caught on when she had some of her herbal pots in every window of the house, and the one in my room had been trampled. 
 
   She never planted grass under my window because of Oscar. It became a joke that Oscar never came in the house through the front door.
 
   I bent down and looked at the dirt. There was a little earth scuffed up, and I took a better look. It sure looked like the shoe print in the mud at the lake where they found Ann.
 
   I took my phone out of my black bag and flipped through the photos to find the one that I had taken of the lake shoe print.
 
   “Hot damn!” I clicked the phone to camera and took a couple shots of the print. 
 
   I ran back into the house and down to the basement. Once Darla wanted to be creative and make a cement mold with color broken glass. She said it was all the rage. Apparently not in our flea market. She never sold one. But I knew there was still cement mix in the basement.
 
   I mixed up a small batch and before I headed out the door, I remembered I had left a stash of Ding Dongs under the last basement step in case there was ever an emergency. I stuck my hand under the old wooden basement step and felt around until I had the round delicious treat in my fingertips.
 
   Heaven. I held it in one hand and the mixture in the other. I trotted up the steps to the first floor and out the door to get the evidence I needed.
 
   I poured the wet, grainy liquid on the shoe print. The package said that it would take an hour to set. Since it was so old, I figured it would take two.
 
   I was mentally exhausted and nothing sounded better than my Ding Dong and a good nap in my bed. I flicked my shoes off, put my bag next to the bed and got out my Ding Dong. Comfort set in as I curled up and savored every single chocolaty morsel. Before I knew it, I fell asleep.
 
   Turn over, turn over…I begged the victim to show me their face. The hands continued to squeeze around the victim’s neck.
 
   “Turn over!” I sat straight up in my bed. I brushed my bangs to the side. Sweat had plastered them to my forehead.
 
   My heart was pounding and my hands were shaking. My cell phone was ringing. I dug in my bag to get it. It was Oscar and I sent him to voicemail. 
 
   I didn’t feel like re-hashing what happened in The Gathering Grove or tell him that I had another nightmare. 
 
   “June?” I heard a voice call out from the front porch screen door. “June?”
 
   With my purse in hand, I slipped my shoes on and went to the front door. Jordan Parks was standing there in full uniform.
 
   “Hi.” I opened the door and stepped out on the porch. “I was going to come see you.”
 
   “You were?” There was tension in his face. “I was going to come to Whispering Falls to see you.”
 
   Gerald’s words rang in my ear, “I already called Officer Jordan Parks to find out about you.”
 
   “I heard. Whispering Falls hasn’t been a good move for me.” I walked down the steps, jumped over the cicada cemetery, and checked on my cement mold.
 
   “What’s that?” Jordan asked.
 
   “I’m going to find out who is framing me for murder. I think they broke in my house and stole my bracelet off my wrist when I was sleeping.” I touched the mold and it was dry.
 
   “You? Sleeping?” Jordan laughed. He did know everything about me. After my dad was killed, he did everything he could to help me and Darla out. One time I thought he was going to marry Darla, making Oscar and I brother and sister. Yuck!
 
   “I know it sounds far-fetched, but I think this is the print.” I picked up the cement block and looked at the perfect mold.
 
   “You need to let Oscar do his job, and that’s what I told Gerald.” We walked back to the front of the house. “But I still want to talk to you. Maybe I can help out. I thought they sold your place?”
 
   “Not yet.” I wasn’t going into the whole spiritual routine. I was already accused of killing someone, attempted murder on another. I didn’t want to add crazy to the list.
 
   “I’ll stop by one night.” I did need his advice, but I wanted to wait to see what Izzy found out. “How about you make me some of that famous box spaghetti?”
 
   “You got it, kid.” He waved. I watched him leave, and then ran into the house to grab the bag of cement. I was going to make more mix and get the print from the lake.
 
   The entire way back, I couldn’t get my nightmare out of my head. It was the first time I had a nightmare while napping. Up until now, they had always taken place at night.
 
   It was the same as every other time. There was a head underwater with hands around the neck. Only the head was different this time. The hair was darker and longer. Not like Ann’s. But the hands were still the same.
 
   Before I knew it, I was back, driving down the main street of Whispering Falls. I parked the El Camino in the empty space in front of A Dose of Darla. I took the cement bag out of the bed of the Green Machine. 
 
   “Where have you been?” Chandra giggled, twisting her hands together. She stood underneath her little pink awning of A Cleansing Spirit Spa. “I heard what happened with Gerald after I left The Gathering Grove this morning. What’s that?”
 
   I rested my hand over the word “cement” on the bag and tucked it close to my chest. “It’s an ingredient I need to make a cure.”
 
   “Oh.” She slid a little closer and leaned in to get a better look at what I had. 
 
   “I’ll be by later.” I peeled a note off the gate, and unlocked it. Once inside, I locked it behind me.
 
   “June,” I read the note out loud, “please come by Petunia’s and get me. I need you to make me something. ~ Mac McGurtle.”
 
   I had hardly finished the note when there was a knock at the door.
 
   On the other side stood Mr. McGurtle and Mr. Prince Charming. 
 
   Hmmm. . .when we lived next door to each other, they despised one another. 
 
   “I saw Mr. Prince Charming hanging around the gate, so I knew you had to be around. Besides, your old beater sticks out like a sore thumb.” He gestured to the Green Machine. 
 
   “Hey, that’s a classic.” I always had a special place in my heart for my ride. I held the note up in the air, and opened the door wider so he could come in. “I was just reading your note.”
 
   He followed me into the shop. I noticed the items that needed to be restocked, but why bother when I wasn’t able to sell anything because Gerald thought I tried to kill him. Plus I was possibly going to jail for killing Ann.
 
   I motioned for him to follow me to the back of the store where the ingredients were stored. Luckily, there was a small refrigerator stocked with pop and a couch to relax. Before all this mess, I loved the idea that I could come to work and get through the day or go hang out in the back mixing all sorts of potions and relaxing. That was a far-fetched dream.
 
   “I was wondering if you could make me a lucky mojo bag?” He drummed his foot on the floor and stared at me.
 
   What in the hell was a mojo bag? Much less a lucky one? If I knew, I would have made me one, because luck didn’t seem to be on my side at the moment.
 
   “What’s in a lucky mojo bag?” I rubbed my neck. This was obviously one of those things only a true spiritualist should automatically know. And I was a little leery of the whole instinct thing. I saw where that got me. “This is awful!”
 
   I fell on the couch, face down and sobbed. There had never been another time when I wanted Darla so bad. Not even Oscar would do. 
 
   Mr. McGurtle sat down next to me. “This is the exact thing that Darla thought was going to happen.”
 
   “Tell me. Tell me everything.” I rolled over, sat up and brushed my tears. Darla had confided in him. Maybe he could help me. 
 
   “There isn’t much to tell.” He stood up and paced. His eyes darted nervously around the room. “I’m a spiritualist. I read tarot cards. And I knew your dad and Darla from a long time ago.”
 
   He paused and looked at me.
 
   “Kiddo,” he pointed between the two of us, “you and I used to play together in this shop. We got along great. So when Darla wanted you to have a ‘normal’ childhood. And we weren’t sure if you were a spiritualist or not. You were too young, so we let her take you.”
 
   All of the sudden, a lot of things started to add up. Mr. McGurtle did show up at strange times over the course of my childhood.
 
   “A true spiritualist has to be embraced and live around other spiritualists. Especially when they are children. So I agreed to move to Locust Grove and live next door when the council asked me to. Darla was happy, until she got sick. That is when she made me promise to watch over you. But you were grown and doing great, so I keep my distance.” He cleared his throat. Grown? I was barely out of high school. “I know you have the gift, but you have put up a wall. You can’t accept the fact that you are a spiritualist and that is causing the blockage. You have to learn to accept who you are. Darla wasn’t sure if you had it or not.”
 
   “What makes you so sure I am a spiritualist?” I crossed my arms in front of me.
 
   “Do you remember when I had the indigestion issue and I asked you for a remedy?” He asked.
 
   I nodded. I remember looking at Darla’s recipe and knew that something was off, so I added my own touch, albeit oyster shell clippings crushed and mixed in, and it worked.
 
   “You whipped up that mixture without even thinking about it.” His eyes glittered with inner light. “It worked like a charm. All of your remedies began to help a lot of people in the village. I didn’t tell the council, but they found out. That is why I was shocked to see Izzy standing in your yard. They never contacted me to let me know they were coming for you.”
 
   “Coming for me?” I drew back.
 
   “They would never make you come, but they have a great way of persuading you.” He laughed. “And this whole thing with Ann is a mess. They aren’t even looking into Gerald. Everyone wants to overlook that.”
 
   “Overlook what?” I was never one for gossip, but if this was going to help me, then I was all ears. 
 
   “Ann has been after Gerald for years. From what I heard, he gave in a few times and then she wouldn’t leave him alone. But with the council taking away her spiritual shop and banning her from using her gifts, he had to be careful. Him being on the council and all. I even heard they met at The Gathering Grove the night before she died. But that’s just what Petunia had said.” He threw his hands up to his mouth, but it was too late.
 
   “The council banned Ann?” What I needed to know was who really didn’t see eye-to-eye with Ann. And if they had reasons to kill her. “What in the world did she do to get banned?”
 
   “I’ve said too much. Just forget everything I said.” He wrung his hands together.
 
   I heard every word he said, and put Petunia on my list of people to question, along with Izzy. And I could ask Izzy about Ann getting her ‘gift’ taken away. Ann must’ve done something really bad.
 
   “Who told Petunia?” I asked. 
 
   “Did I say Petunia?” His brows drew. “I’m not sure who said it. Anyways, a lucky mojo bag is a bag that is filled with items that will keep me safe. I think a lot of the village might be requesting a few since there is a killer on the loose.”
 
   I went over to the workstation and picked up two pieces of red cloth from the cloth bin and quickly hand-stitched the seams. I’d never sewn a button on a shirt, but something took over me and I whipped it up in no time. Mr. McGurtle and Mr. Prince Charming watched in silence. 
 
   I grabbed different blue items for peace and serenity to put in the bag. The items would surround him, giving him peace of mind. Even though I’ve never used a bat’s wing for anything or even thought of it, for some reason I had a feeling to use it. I walked up and down the rows of shelves that started at the floor and didn’t stop until the ceiling. They were stockpiled with all sorts of ingredients that weren’t available to me in Locust Grove.
 
   “A pinch of bat wing, a few touches of root, a couple coins, and a couple of carved amulets.” I repeated everything I was putting in the bag. I scribbled Mac McGurtle on a piece of paper and stuck it in the bag. I pinned it shut and handed it to him. “Thank you, Mr. McGurtle. You have helped me more than you know.”
 
   I wanted to tell him to watch over his shoulder because everything I put in the mojo bag was all intuition and lately my intuition had been off. . .way off.
 
   When he left, I locked the door behind him. I had the urge to make more mojo bags and sell them in the shop. Not just protection bags, but all sorts of bags like happy, money, good luck, and peace bags.
 
   I worked way up into the night as Mr. Prince Charming worked alongside me. He would bat at different ingredients and I’d stick them in. It was like he knew what he was doing, but I thought I knew better than that.
 
   As I created, my mind was free and let me think about why anyone would want to frame me for Ann’s murder. I understood why Gerald would have it in the back of his head that I had tried to hurt him and I was sure he was going to come to his senses. Or at least hoped Izzy had talked him into his senses.
 
   I was definitely going to make a visit to Petunia’s tomorrow and pick her brain about Ann and Gerald’s relationship. And find out from the two sisters if there was honey in Ann’s system. I wondered how many people knew about Gerald’s distaste for her, not that I thought he killed her—well maybe.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
   When I finally decided it was time to go home, I quickly mixed up a small batch of cement. There was no way someone would see me in the middle of the night go to the lake and pour the mixture in the shoe print. 
 
   Outside of A Dose of Darla, Mr. Prince Charming stood as still as a statue looking toward Glorybee Pets. A long thin shadow ran across the street and darted off toward Mystic Lights.
 
   “Hey!” I yelled, wondering who it was. Chills ran up my legs and traveled down my arms. 
 
   The shadow stopped, briefly turned and looked at me. The glowing teeth were the only thing exposed in the upward grin. Then it was gone. 
 
   The shadow made me feel the same way I had felt when I thought I had hit someone with the Green Machine the first time I had come to Whispering Falls.
 
   “Let’s get out of here.” I played with my charm bracelet. Bella said Mr. Prince Charming had picked out protective charms. There was no better time like the present to be protected.
 
   Mewwwl. Mr. Prince Charming let out one long, low groan. We watched a shadow move closer to us, but from the opposite direction.
 
   The gait was fast, but the night wind had whipped up and was quicker. A top hat flew into the middle of the street. Gerald ran to get it, but not before he looked around to see if anyone saw him. 
 
   Mr. Prince Charming and I slipped back into the shadow in the entrance of A Dose of Darla, so Gerald wouldn’t see us. It made me wonder if he was breaking into Glorybee like Petunia had said he’d broken into A Dose of Darla. 
 
   I reached in my black bag and grabbed my phone. With a few clicks, I took the pictures I needed for that ‘just in case’ moment.
 
   Once Gerald was out of sight, Mr. Prince Charming and I made our way to the lake.
 
   The starry sky lit up the dark night just like a flashlight, reflecting off the lake. I bent down at the edge where I had seen the print and parted the grass. 
 
   Mewl, mewl, hiss, hiss.
 
   “I know. It’s creepy out here.” I looked around to see what Mr. Prince Charming was in an uproar about, but chalked it off when I didn’t see anyone, just a few fireflies. And he batted at those, sending them off flying in a straight line. 
 
   I poured the mix into the shoe print. Luckily the print had hardened making it a perfect mold. 
 
   “I don’t think we’ve met, this time?” A voice broke the night silence, almost making me tip over into the lake.
 
   In the shadow of the moon, she stood between us. Her scarlet hair cut close to her head, and long flowing cape gave her a sophisticated look that I hadn’t seen anyone, other than Izzy, look like in the entire village, making me think that she was part of the council.
 
   “I’m Eloise Sandlewood.” Her emerald eyes light up like the fireflies that flew around her. “It’s nice to see you again, June.”
 
   “Eloise.” Relief settled in my heart. She had a lot of answers to my questions about my past and Darla’s. “Have we met?”
 
   There was a part of me where I wanted her to embrace me and tell me all about Darla and their past. But the other part of me wanted to run.
 
   “Long ago.” Her lips curled into a smile. “You wouldn’t remember me. I’m an incense spiritualist. I help cleanse things, plus I have a few other odds and ends up my sleeve.”
 
   “I saw you in the middle of the street with Izzy this morning.” I gestured. “In front of The Gathering Grove.”
 
   “Yes, I was cleansing the shop to help Gerald recover faster.” Her brows lowered. “I know you didn’t know he was allergic to cedar. He has even more problems than that.”
 
   My ears perked up. “What do you mean?”
 
   “I don’t know. It’s in the smoke.” She pulled a small metal ball out of her pocket, along with a match. She opened the ball where there were some herbs rolled up, flicked the match with her fingernail, and caught it on fire. Touching the match to the ball, the herbs smoked until their flowery scent reached into the air. She swung the ball back and forth by grasping the long chain. “Nice to see you, June. If you need anything, you will find my house in the woods behind the gathering rock.”
 
   “I do need something.” I tucked a piece of hair behind my ear. “I need to know how you helped my mom.”
 
   Eloise’s shadowy figure turned around. The brightness of the moon cradled her face like a spotlight. Her eyes glowed brighter as she spoke. “Your mother was my best friend. Do you have a few minutes to visit me either tomorrow or the next day?” 
 
   “What’s wrong with now?” Why wait? 
 
   “It’s a bit complicated and I really don’t want anyone seeing us here.” Her cloak swooshed when she parted her arms and gestured toward the lake. “I live beyond the woods, behind the rock. You will rely on your instincts to find me.”
 
   “What is it with following instincts?” I rolled my eyes. “That is all the advice I could find in Darla’s journal that she had for me. Follow your instincts, June.”
 
   Eloise’s eyes drew dark. “She left a journal?”
 
   “Yes. That is how I knew about you and your little agreement.” 
 
   She looked into the darkness. “We must not talk about it here. If you want to talk, you must use your instincts to find me.” She disappeared into the black night. 
 
   There were no footsteps, nothing. She was gone. Yes, I would go see her. I had to find out the big secret behind the arrangement. 
 
   I didn’t bother taking a look at the cement mold. I knew it needed more time to dry. I had nothing but time. First thing in the morning, I was going to make a visit to see Petunia. I’d pick up the mold then. 
 
   Mr. Prince Charming trotted ahead of me. With every snap of a branch or swish of the grass, I jumped. That was one thing about Whispering Falls. You didn’t know who was watching you at any time.
 
   Eloise had my mind reeling, making it hard for me to sleep. I grabbed Darla’s journal off the table and pulled the covers up to my neck. Mr. Prince Charming nestled underneath the cover in the crook of my arm. 
 
   “Eloise made the funniest potion today. Talk serum. We gave some to Izzy and she wouldn’t shut up. I had to make her leave before Otto got home or I was afraid she was going to spill the beans about Eloise. I didn’t want him mad, especially now since the council approved A Dose Of Darla.”
 
   That was the last thing I remember reading before I fell asleep.
 
   Turn around, turn around! The hands floated away, and the head bobbled side to side. Just a little more to the right.
 
   My body shook and I woke up in a dead sweat to banging on the door.
 
   Groggy, I pulled back the sheet from my damp body, and noticed the clock read nine o’clock AM. I hadn’t slept that late since I was a teenager. 
 
   I jumped out of bed to see who was at my house. Mr. Prince Charming stretched his front legs out in front of him, yawned, and then followed me to the door.
 
   “I hear you are making new friends right and left.” Oscar held up a bag of muffins from The Gathering Grove.
 
   I rolled my eyes, moved out of the way, and let him in. 
 
   Meow, meow. Mr. Prince Charming made his presence known.
 
   “Not for you.” Oscar put the bag up in the air a little more, so Mr. Prince Charming couldn’t bat at the bag. But that didn’t help. He was up on the counter before Oscar sat the bag down.
 
   “Gerald called Uncle Jordan, accusing you of killing Ann and trying to kill him.”
 
   “He’s crazy.” I shook my head. “How was I to know he was allergic to cedar of all things? Not like he knew Ann was allergic to honey.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “I mean you need to get that autopsy to prove my innocence. When will the Karima sisters have it complete?” Not only were Constance and Patience the owners of the funeral home, they were the village coroners. “According to Petunia, Ann was highly allergic to honey. And Chandra caught Gerald breaking into A Dose of Darla stealing honey supplements. Why would he steal honey when he could get real honey from Petunia?”
 
   I paced back and forth trying to figure out why he’d steal it, when it hit me.
 
   “Supplements show in the blood stream!” I pounded my fists in the air. I knew Gerald was up to something. “As a matter of fact, I also heard that Gerald and Ann had something going on. But Ann got on Gerald’s nerves and he dumped her. She was chasing him around and he was annoyed with her.”
 
   “That doesn’t make him a murderer.”
 
   “No, but he did have tea with her the night before she died. And maybe he gave her the honey supplement.” My head was beginning to hurt. 
 
   “Who told you all that?” Oscar questioned.
 
   “People.” I shrugged.
 
   “I’ve been working on this case for a couple of days and no one wants to talk to me.”
 
   “They don’t trust you. That’s why Gerald called Jordan.” I didn’t know if that was true, but it sounded pretty good. “Now, about that autopsy?”
 
   “I should get it back any time now.” His brows met in the middle. “No you don’t, June Heal. I know that look on your face. You let me handle this investigation before you get yourself into any more hot water.” He threatened me and I don’t take threats lightly.
 
   Oscar was crazier than half of this town if he thought I was just going to sit back and let him try to exonerate me. I was on a roll and Petunia was next in line.
 
   “Did you hear me?”
 
   I did, and remembered that someone else was going to die, but who?
 
   “June, are you okay? All the blood drained from your face.” Oscar knew me too well. 
 
   I worked around my new kitchen making a fresh pot of coffee to go with the muffins.
 
   “Spill it.” He took me by the shoulders. “Even Uncle Jordan said that you were acting funny yesterday. He said he stopped by the Cape Cod when he saw the Green Machine there.”
 
   “I needed some comfort and you were too busy. That’s why I went to the Cape Cod.” I didn’t want to tell him, but I knew I couldn’t keep quiet. “I’m having nightmares again. It’s a different person. The hair is different, but the killer’s hands are the same.”
 
   Nervously, I bit my nails. A nasty habit I had broken years ago, but my nerves had gotten the best of me. I had to make an appointment with Chandra to get them painted. I wouldn’t bite them if they were painted pretty.
 
   Oscar ran his hands through his hair, sat down in one of the kitchen chairs, and propped himself up on his elbows. “Do you think this is your ‘gift’? Can you see when someone is about to die?”
 
   That was one ‘gift’ I did not want. But when I thought about it, most of my nightmares, when I was a child, did come true in one fashion or another. Once I lost a shoe and had a nightmare about Darla being mad, then another one where I had lost it. I went to the place I saw in my dreams and it was there.
 
   Another time I had a nightmare that I fell off my bike and got stitches, only the next day it happened to Oscar. Darla always said that I had an active imagination. 
 
   “Oscar?” I gasped, thinking he might be right. “One problem is that I don’t know the outcome until I dream it, and then it is too late. Or at least it was for Ann.”
 
   “Is there anything else in the nightmare that you can remember besides the head? Can you look around and see if there are any clues on the hands? Markings?” Oscar asked some great questions, but how was I going to manipulate my dream?
 
   I pushed the muffins aside. I’d suddenly lost my appetite. 
 
   “So now what?” I waited to hear my fate. Were they or weren’t they going to charge me with murder?
 
   “We will wait until Gerald gets better and the council can meet to discuss all the evidence.” His appetite wasn’t affected. He stuffed a half of a muffin in his mouth. 
 
   “I did find a journal from Darla in the shop.” I hesitated for a moment, wondering if Oscar might want it for evidence, but I continued. “There really isn’t anything in there but how she moved us to Locust Grove.”
 
   “Really? Anything else about the village?” 
 
   “I haven’t gotten that far. If there is, I’ll let you know. But nothing earth-shattering.” Even though there weren’t any mind-blowing events in the journal, it was still nice to have her journal. Which seemed odd, because Darla never kept anything. 
 
   After Oscar left, I went over the clues with Mr. Prince Charming.
 
   “Chandra and Ann didn’t get along because Ann took Chandra before the council to sue her for her back problems.”
 
   Meow.
 
   I paced between the kitchen and the family room.
 
   “Gerald broke into A Dose of Darla to get a honey supplement. Ann was in love with him and drove him crazy. He had tea with her the night before she died. Alone. Only, in Whispering Falls, we are never alone.”
 
   Meow.
 
   “And Ann was banned from practicing her spiritual gift.” I wondered what her gift was. “Plus she lost her shop.” I threw my hand in the air. “Oh! Don’t forget about Gerald slipping into Glorybee last night.”
 
   The questions about Ann getting banned were for Izzy to answer. 
 
   Now there were three visits on my list. It shouldn’t be hard to make a quick visit to each of them since I couldn’t open A Dose of Darla until I hear from the council. I had some time on my hands, and I was going to use it to prove my innocence. 
 
   Funny, the council consisted of two of the three people I needed to talk to.
 
   Mr. Prince Charming couldn’t care less. All he wanted to do was bathe himself.
 
   “Fine. I’m going to get my mold, and then stop by Glorybee Pets to pay Petunia a visit.”
 
   As soon as he heard Glorybee, he ran over and did figure eights around my ankles before we headed out. 
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Sixteen
 
    
 
   I was careful not to be seen when I picked up the mold at the lake on my way to Glorybee. At a glance, the cement mold resembled the shoeprint that I had cast under my bedroom window in Locust Grove. I hid it under my shirt and dropped it off at the shop on my way to the pet store.
 
   Mr. Prince Charming didn’t wait around for me. I was sure he was already there.
 
   “What took you so long?” Petunia was pruning back the limbs on the indoor tree. 
 
   “How did you know I was coming by?” I handed her a mojo bag that I grabbed from the shop.
 
   “Him.” She pointed to a very high branch, where Mr. Prince Charming was sitting next to a chipmunk. “Oh, I love mojo bags. Thanks.”
 
   “You’re welcome.” I didn’t have a really good way to beat around the bush. I had limited time before Oscar heard from the council or even looked for more clues. “So tell me about Ann and Gerald having a fling.”
 
   Petunia’s expression completely left her face.
 
   “I heard that they were having a fling.” I acted as though I couldn’t tell that she was surprised that I knew. I reached up and picked a few of the dead leaves off some of the branches, petting a few animals as I went.
 
   “I don’t know anything about that.” There was a slow burn in her voice. “Why would I care about such silly things?”
 
   “Oh, I thought you had something going with Gerald.” I shrugged it off. I knew I had gotten her goat. Her face was fire engine red, matching the rose buds she had decided to stick in her bird’s nest of hair.
 
   “Why in the world would you think that?” She huffed.
 
   I looked around the branch to see her face. “I remember when I was at the police station and he was whispering in your ear. You didn’t seem to mind it.”
 
   She swallowed hard, held her chin up and pulled her mouth up in a sour grin. “That is ridiculous. Don’t go around here spreading rumors, June Heal.” 
 
   “Are you sure?” I gave her another chance to come clean. “Because he was sneaking in your shop last night or at least that’s what I have on my phone.”
 
   I pulled my phone out of my bag and flipped through the pictures to find Gerald grabbing his hat and then going into Glorybee.
 
   “What do you want from me, June?” Petunia leaned up against the tree and crossed her arms. “We can’t tell anyone because you aren’t supposed to date other shop owners. You can date people within the village, but you can only own one shop. Ann found out and she threatened to tell and we couldn’t have that.”
 
   “So you killed Ann?” I gasped
 
   “No!” A voice boomed from the back of the store, and then followed by heavy footsteps. “No we didn’t kill Ann.”
 
   Gerald peered out of nowhere. If I’d known he was there, I wouldn’t have questioned her. This was a time I probably should’ve left it up to Oscar.
 
   “It seems awfully funny that Ann found out about the two of you and the next thing you know she’s dead.” I started to walk backwards in case I was next. “And she was allergic to honey. Not to mention that you broke into A Dose of Darla to steal honey supplements. I even heard that you met with her for tea the night before she died. Did you lace it with honey?”
 
   “Don’t be ridiculous!” His voice rang out. Not only did I squirm, even the squirrels ran for cover. “I wouldn’t hurt Ann.” He walked towards me with Petunia close behind him.
 
   I shook my finger at him. “What about A Dose of Darla?”
 
   “It was before you came to town and wreaked havoc.” He did fist pumps in the air. His top hat teetered and tottered. “No one had used those remedies in years. Ann was having some weight issues and honey helps with weight loss.”
 
   Like I didn’t know that. “I’m a homeopath spiritualist.” I reminded him. “Remember?”
 
   “She wasn’t allergic to the supplement. And she couldn’t find anyone to give it to her since she was semi-banned from the village.” Gerald stood with his hands on his hips. 
 
   Banned, semi-banned, which was it? Either way banned wasn’t a good thing.
 
   Mr. Prince Charming jumped out of the tree, and stood between me, Petunia, and Gerald.
 
   “We didn’t kill her. You have to believe us, June.” Petunia pleaded, taking Gerald by the hand. “Ann has a lot of enemies here. Not just us.”
 
   “Yes, but the number one reason for murder is jealousy. And if Ann wanted Gerald. . .”
 
   “No, Ann wanted us to lose our shops like she did. Gerald took the supplements to keep her quiet. She’d demand things and we’d get them for her. But we’d had enough. And we told her that.” Gerald twirled his mustache. “We are planning on telling the council tonight after they discuss your situation.”
 
   “My situation? You mean the fact that you accused me of trying to kill you and being the number one suspect in Ann’s death. That situation?”
 
   “I know you didn’t kill Ann.” Petunia pulled a rose out of her hair and offered it to me. “Besides whoever killed Ann doesn’t live around here.”
 
   Okay, she had me for a second. 
 
   “How do you know that?” I wondered if she was still accusing me since I wasn’t from there.
 
   “The teenagers told me.” She was confident, and Gerald nodded.
 
   “Teenagers?” First off, I hadn’t seen any teenagers, and secondly, who believed teenagers?
 
   “The fireflies. They are a group of teenagers. Duh!” She wiggled her hands in the air. “They stay up all night and sleep all day. They tell me everything. Even about the little meeting between you and Eloise last night.” She let out a deep, gratifying sigh.
 
   Fireflies? Obviously she knew that Eloise wasn’t supposed to be anywhere near the village. I wonder why Ann could live in the village but not Eloise. Did Petunia know Eloise and Darla were friends?
 
   “They said that they didn’t recognize the figure. Couldn’t tell if it was a man or woman, but they were positive it was someone they hadn’t seen before.” A smirk crossed her face. She gestured between her and Gerald. “So you will let us talk to the council before you tell anyone about us?”
 
   I wasn’t about to take their plea deal, but held off. This was not a peace offering.
 
   “It’s crucial that you tell them tonight or I will tell Oscar everything I know.” I turned to go out the door, but turned back around. “Tomorrow! I will tell him tomorrow!”
 
   I stomped out of Glorybee with Mr. Prince Charming on my heels, and headed towards A Cleansing Spirit Spa.
 
   Everything that they had said played over in my head. They were being blackmailed by Ann and that seemed like a really good motive to kill her. I was still going to check out the allergy. 
 
   I didn’t know who to believe in Whispering Falls. Everyone seemed to have something against Ann, while all I did was have a verbal disagreement with her. And everyone talked in circles, they knew something about everything.
 
   The grey walls of A Cleansing Spirit Spa instantly made you feel relaxed when you stepped in. Never mind the trickling waterfall features Chandra had sprinkled throughout the spa that echoed the life of ‘Zen resides here’, but the lit candles added to the ambiance. 
 
   The low tantric music streamed throughout the spa. I couldn’t tell if the Buddhas that were strategically placed were staring at me, or mocking me with the laughter on their faces.
 
   As I walked by one, I made sure to rub the belly. Darla did that every time she would pass one of the many booths at the flea market that sold the plastic statues. 
 
   “June!” Chandra giggled. “I’m so glad to see you.”
 
   I wiggled my poor chewed up nails in front of me. “I’m in desperate need of a manicure or I won’t have any nails left.”
 
   “Come on in.” She gestured for me to take a seat at the table next to her. “Go ahead and take your shoes off and stick your feet in the soapy tub.”
 
   Since I couldn’t open the shop, I had plenty of time on my hands.
 
   Chandra adjusted the light over the customer’s hands she was working on. She filed away. Every once in a while I noticed her turn the client’s hand over and let out a little “hmmm”.
 
   I sat down and slipped off my shoes. The water was nice and warm. I didn’t come in for a pedicure, but it looked too inviting to pass it up. My toes played with the rocks in the basin. 
 
   “Do you remember the last time I came in to get a manicure?” The customer asked, her eyes darted between Chandra’s eyes. 
 
   Chandra nodded.
 
   “Well, I played the lottery like you told me to and I won.” The woman whispered. A huge grin was on her face. “I couldn’t believe it.”
 
   “Did you sign a prenuptial agreement before you got married?” Chandra didn’t acknowledge the woman’s comment about the lottery. 
 
   The woman drew her hands back, leaving Chandra’s hands empty. Slowly she shook her head.
 
   “You need to see a lawyer, honey.” Chandra patted her client. The client slowly got up and collected her things before she walked out the door.
 
   “Poor girl.” Chandra clucked. “She’s in for a nasty divorce.”
 
   “You could’ve let her down easy.” I suggested.
 
   Chandra rolled her chair over to the basin and put a towel on her leg. She patted her knee for me to put my foot up on it. She dried it off and worked away.
 
   “Sometimes readings don’t go the way people want them to go.” She took out a file and used it on my heel. I flinched from the pain. “How long has it been since you had a pedicure?”
 
   “Years.” The last one was at the flea market from another booth owner, and then it was nothing like this. It was in a metal tub with bubble bath. “Do you always read your clients?”
 
   “That’s why they keep coming back.” She winked and finished up the other foot.
 
   I followed her over to the manicure table.
 
   “You sit here and I’ll get the manicure system.” Chandra hurried off behind a cream colored partition. 
 
   There were two manicure tables, two pedicure chairs, two massage tables, two of everything, but only one of Chandra. The muffins, from The Gathering Grove, were neatly placed and untouched next to a display of cups, orange juice, and a pot of coffee.
 
   “Do you get a lot of customers?” I questioned, because the place didn’t looked touched.
 
   “I do” She reappeared and had a silver tray full of all sorts of tools and different colors of nail polish. “Especially after they had a friend like the last one that came in and I tell them some lucky numbers. I don’t know what those numbers mean. The spirit tells me to tell the client the numbers. I do what the spirit says.”
 
   She took my hand rubbed some oils on it, focusing more on my palms. When I tried to flip them over, she’d flip them back and run her long blue fingernails down my creases.
 
   She rubbed the oil in my cuticles and pushed them back with a pointy thing on the end of a plastic stick. Her turban wobbled back and forth with her every movement. “Never had a manicure?”
 
   “No, how can you tell?” I tried to see what she saw.
 
   “Your cuticles are a mess. And you are keeping a secret.” Her eyes glowed with excitement. 
 
   “I thought the rule was that we aren’t supposed to read another spiritualist unless they give permission.”
 
   “Ah, rules.” She cackled. “So many rules. Don’t you know that spas are where women gossip? So dish.” 
 
   She looked up at me, but was still busy pushing back my bad cuticles. 
 
   “Nothing. I’m just trying to figure out who killed Ann so I can clear my name.” 
 
   “I think you are hiding something.” She took the file and tried to file any part of a fingernail she could find. “You have got to stop biting your nails.”
 
   “Bad habit.” I winced when she got skin instead of nail. “Do you know Eloise Sandlewood?”
 
   She pursed her lips together and continued to file and then she slapped the file on the table, causing me to jump. 
 
   “I’m telling you, Ann got what she deserved.” She snickered and walked over to the muffins. She picked one up and took a big bite out of it. 
 
   “I’m not saying she didn’t, but I’m trying to figure out how to clear my name.” I looked at my palms. “Read my palms.”
 
   Between a giggle, her lips trembled. “I wish I could. I can’t.” Her hands shook as she put the muffin back up to her lips.
 
   “Why?” I stood up, and then took a good look at my palms.
 
   “I can’t interfere with a crime. It’s a rule.” 
 
   I was going to have to go home and dig out that rule book that Izzy had given me. There were too many rules to keep up with and I was finding out new ones every single minute.
 
   The front door opened and two women came in.
 
   Chandra cleaned the crumbs off her mouth, and cleared her throat. “Welcome to A Cleansing Spirit Spa. Are you having a nice day in Whispering Falls?”
 
   The women and Chandra continued their conversation. I assumed my manicure was over and so was my line of questioning. At least I had something I could tell Oscar in the morning. Petunia and Gerald could be a lead.
 
   Next on the list was Patience. Two Sisters and a Funeral was located on the opposite end of Main Street. Mr. Prince Charming trotted ahead and let out a few meows along the way when someone would say hello to him. 
 
   “Hello there.” Izzy stood in the entrance of Mystic Lights. Her usual A-Frame skirt was replaced with a cropped pair of skinny black pants, which made her look even taller than she already was. “I hear you are making your rounds around Whispering Falls asking all sorts of questions.”
 
   I wasn’t sure how to answer her. Did she really hear it or did she do some type of spiritual thingy to see me? No one seemed safe around here, including me.
 
   “You can’t blame me.” I shrugged. “No one else seems to take being called a murderer seriously.”
 
   She planted her long, skinny fingers on her hips. “You need to let Oscar do his job. Plus the council won’t be meeting because Gerald is still ill.”
 
   “That’s funny. He seemed fine a few minutes ago.” I slapped my hand over my mouth. Dang, I wished my words were muffled from a mouthful of a Ding Dong, but those were all the way back at my house. Izzy’s eyes lowered, I continued to cover up my mistake. “I mean, yesterday when he accused me of trying to kill him. He didn’t look great, swollen and all, but his mouth sure was working.”
 
   “Um, hum.” Izzy nodded.
 
   There was no way she was buying my lie. But I had made a promise to myself that I would figure out the clues and then take them to the council myself. After all, who was going to take better care of me than me? No one.
 
   “I better get going.” I pointed off into the distance to Mr. Prince Charming. He was already in front of Two Sisters and a Funeral. “I need to catch up to Mr. Prince Charming. Please let me know what the council says.”
 
   I waved over my shoulder. I might not be able to read palms, or see into the future, but I had a sneaky suspicion that Izzy knew more than she was letting on.
 
   “Hello?” I walked into the parlor of the funeral home with Mr. Prince Charming at my feet. One rub against the casket and he was out the door. I yelled after him. “Scaredy-cat!” 
 
   “What can we do for you?” Constance stood a distance away from me with a scared look in her eye, and Patience was peeking around Constance’s back. “We are busy.”
 
   “Busy.” Patience nodded in agreement. Constance shrugged Patience off her. Patience took a step backwards, crossed her arms and scowled at Constance.
 
   I pointed to the casket. “Is that Ann?” 
 
   Hmmm. . .I wonder if I looked at her body if something might come to me. . spiritually speaking, that is.
 
   “It is.” Constance stood a little taller, and Patience straightened up a bit, though she was still annoyed with Constance. “The funeral won’t be for a couple of days. We are trying to find her family from the west coast spiritual village. That is where she was originally from until she opened the A Cleansing Spirit Spa with Chandra.”
 
   “It is her.” Patience’s finger made it way around Constance’s thick arm and pointed toward the wooden box.
 
   “A Cleansing Spirit? She owned it with Chandra?” I questioned. Why hadn’t anyone mentioned that? 
 
   “She was an amazing palm reader.” Patience rolled up on her toes and a giddy smile formed across her face.
 
   It seemed that there were so many secrets around here and it was hard trying to keep them straight. I was sure Oscar didn’t know that little tidbit of information. It was something else to put on my list to ask Izzy.
 
   “Patience, go get the delivery.” Constance waved her hand in the air. 
 
   “Delivery!” A man walked through the door with a bouquet of flowers.
 
   Patience scurried off to retrieve the flowers.
 
   “How did you know you were getting a delivery?” I realized I had no clue what their spiritual gift was. Around here, asking was the only way someone was going to tell you something.
 
   “I had a feeling.” She folded her hands in front of her. “Now, June Heal, why did you say you were here?”
 
   I ran my hand down Ann’s wooden box. If they thought I was the killer, I might as well act as strange as they were. “I didn’t tell you why I’m here. But I want to ask a few questions about the autopsy.”
 
   “Isn’t that Oscar’s job?” Constance stood firm. “I’ll have the results to him by tomorrow. Then he can answer your questions if he wants to.”
 
   She turned around and met Patience at the doorway leading into the part of the funeral home that was off limits to the public. Patience clasped her hands and looked back over her shoulder. We made eye contact. For some reason, I had a feeling that if I got Patience alone, she’d sing like a canary.
 
   I hurried back to the shop. The mojo bags seemed to be a big hit and Patience would be the type that would love one. Especially if I could tell her it would protect her.
 
   I quickly added a few good luck items in one of the makeshift bags before I grabbed my cement foot print and headed home. There were a couple of hours to kill before I made my way back to pay Patience a visit, giving me enough time to read a little more of Darla’s journal.
 
   Mr. Prince Charming was on the front porch when I got home.
 
   “There you are.” I rubbed my hands down his back, which was warm from the sun. “I can’t believe you were scared of the Karima sisters.”
 
   The sun felt so good that I went inside and grabbed Darla’s journal off the side table and a Ding Dong on the way out the door to sit next to Mr. Prince Charming.
 
   I flipped open the journal. I wanted to know more about Darla and her days in Whispering Falls. Maybe it could shed some light on how I could embrace this crazy village. 
 
   Otto questioned if I had been hanging out with Eloise. I told him the truth. He was angry at first that I had been keeping this secret from him for so long. He knew something was up because A Dose of Darla has been thriving. He knew the remedies that I had made weren’t as potent as the ones being sold in the shop. 
 
   Eloise is a dear friend. June loves it there. She is so good while we are working. She doesn’t bother anyone there. Otto warned me to be careful. He said that he can’t protect us outside of the village, and to keep June in the village.
 
   “Keep me in the village?” That seemed odd since she moved me out of the village after my dad died. Plus my curiosity was up. Who outside of the village did he fear would hurt us?
 
   Meow, meow. Mr. Prince Charming batted at the dangling charms when I turned the page. I pushed him away, but he only came back and batted at my fingers for pushing him.
 
   “Testy little guy.” By his purring, I could tell he enjoyed the under-the-chin scratching I was giving him. There was no way I was going to be able to read anymore of Darla’s diary with his persistence.
 
   “Stop.” I shoved him one last time before I gave up and went into the kitchen to get him a treat.
 
   I looked out the window, over Whispering Falls. Bella was right. This house had the best view. From a distance, I could see Constance Karima rushing down the street toward the police station. There appeared to be a file in her hand, which made me wonder if it was the autopsy file. Still, it gave me time to get Patience alone and ask her questions. 
 
   I pulled my phone out of my bag and texted Oscar. “Stall Constance. I have some information that I want to confirm with Patience…alone!”
 
   I put my phone back in my bag and headed straight out the door toward Two Sisters and a Funeral. 
 
   The door was ajar and I nudged it a little bit to fit through. Ann’s casket was still in the middle of the parlor. Seeing it sent chills along my spine. 
 
   “Patience?” I called out a couple times before I heard the shuffling of feet. Within a couple minutes she appeared, looking a little confused. “Hi. I noticed you had given me a strange look when I was here earlier and thought you might want to answer a couple of questions.”
 
   “I don’t think this is a good idea without Constance.” She wrung her hands together. “I. . .”
 
   “Really? Hmm. . .” I rubbed my chin. “I thought you were the brains of the two. I guess my intuition isn’t that great after all. I shouldn’t be a spiritualist.” I laughed.
 
   “Oh, I am the smart one.” She dropped her hands and drummed her fingers on her thigh. “What would you like to ask me?”
 
   “Let’s start with Ann. Did she have honey in her system?” I was going to bombard her with another one, but she might break under pressure.
 
   She leaned back and peered out the front door. It was a perfect view of Main Street and if Constance was coming back, we’d be able to see her. “Not the liquid form. But she tested positive for the supplement. We never thought about checking for it until Oscar asked us to.”
 
   “Is that what killed her?” This was a big question. If it was, then it would prove that I didn’t kill her, but still didn’t explain my charm bracelet that was found in her grips. “You know she was allergic to it.”
 
   “No. The supplement works different than the actual honey itself. She did have finger marks around her neck, so she was definitely strangled.” She looked off into the distance. “It’s so strange that a crime hasn’t happened here since your dad was murdered.”
 
   “What?” That couldn’t be true. My father had been killed over twenty-years ago and now that I was a member of the village it had started up again?
 
   “I. . .” she stuttered, “I’ve said too much, just like I told Oscar about his parents living here.” Her mouth flew open and she raised her hands to cover her mouth.
 
   “Oscar’s parents were spiritualists?” I was more confused than before. Izzy never said a word about Oscar’s family and Oscar had never mentioned anything about it. 
 
   I recalled our conversation during the smudging ceremony and how he had stood back from the crowd. Plus he told me that no one was talking to him when he asked questions. If Oscar wasn’t going to give me answers, Uncle Jordan just might. Was he a spiritualist?
 
   “How do you like living in your parents’ house?” Patience changed the subject. 
 
   “My parents’ house?” I looked up the hill and could see the little cottage perfectly. “That’s Bella’s.”
 
   “Oh, dear.” Patience patted the sides of her short hair down with her fingertips. “I really have to go and work. Please don’t tell anyone you talked to me or Constance will be mad at me.”
 
   “One more, please?” I put my hands together and begged. “What is your spiritual gift?”
 
   It was a legitimate question.
 
   “Oh,” Her eyebrows raised and color came into her cheeks, “we help spirits find the light.”
 
   She scurried off to the back of the funeral home before I could ask any more questions. I had come here to find out about Ann, but left with a lot more questions.
 
   My phone beeped from deep down in my bag. I pulled the strap from around my shoulder and dug through it. I pulled it out and there was a text from Oscar. “Sorry, she’s in a hurry. I need to talk to you when you are done.”
 
   “I bet you do,” I muttered and looked in the direction of the police station. Something wasn’t adding up. 
 
   The streets were crowded with visitors. I weaved in and out of them to get home, only to run smack dab into Gerald.
 
   He placed his top hat on his head, and with a swift pat, it covered his forehead. “June.” He nodded.
 
   “What?” There was a slight sarcasm to my tone. I was done with being nice. After all, he had accused me of trying to kill him, when he was the one with more motive than me. 
 
   “Who are you off to kill today?” His masterful expression of distaste shone through. 
 
   There was no way he was still mad. Didn’t he worry that I was going to go before the council and tell them about his little rendezvous with Petunia?
 
   “How’s Petunia?” I asked, trying to get his goat.
 
   “Now!” He shook his finger in my face. Of course it had to be right in front of A Cleansing Spirit Spa. Chandra didn’t miss a thing. Although I couldn’t see her, I could see the tip of her turban peeking around the door. “You leave her out of it. This is between you and me! I told them you were nothing like Otto.”
 
   “Whatever old man! If I wanted you dead, I’d have done more than just blow a little cedar smoke your way.” I huffed back at him. Instantly I knew that I shouldn’t have said that, but I was tired of people talking about my family.
 
   “Yoo hoo!” Chandra giggled from the entrance of the spa. “You two okay?”
 
   “Fine,” I said as I stomped down the street toward the police station.
 
   There was no time to see Oscar. I wondered how well I did know him. Really I had no idea what his police duties had ever been, here or in Locust Grove. We just hung out together. Which made me wonder if he knew all along that we were spiritualists, and for some reason was keeping it from me? 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
   “Come on.” I called for Mr. Prince Charming after I made it back to the house to get my keys to the Green Machine. “Let’s go to Locust Grove.”
 
   Mewl. Mr. Prince Charming was curled up on the sofa where the stream of sunlight warmed it. 
 
   “Hmm.” I sighed. He had become less active since we moved to Whispering Falls. In Locust Grove he was always on top of me, following me everywhere. I didn’t know his real age, and wondered if he was getting old. 
 
   I didn’t have time to waste, so I let him stay behind while I hopped in the Green Machine and drove back into Locust Grove.
 
   I parked in the driveway of the old Cape Cod. Someone had cut the grass, but it still looked to be the same…a little in shambles. Which made me question if I was really living in my parents’ house in Whispering Falls. Darla didn’t seem to be the same person she was in Whispering Falls. The house was certainly not the same.
 
   Jordan Park’s police cruiser wasn’t in the driveway. My intuition told me not to do it, but I did anyway. Before I could stop myself, I had used the spare key under the porcupine shoe cleaner on the front porch of Jordan’s house and let myself in. After all, he did say he was going to have me over for spaghetti. 
 
   Even if he did come home, he wouldn’t find it odd that I would be sitting on the couch watching TV. Many times he’d come home to find me vegged out while Darla was at the flea market or if I went to church with them, I’d hang out afterwards.
 
   But I was on a mission to find anything out I could about Oscar’s family. We really didn’t discuss his family much when we were kids. They were already dead when we moved according to Darla’s journal, but I was too young to remember. I couldn’t even recall seeing a picture of his parents or him when he was little.
 
   The house was like it always was. Simple. That was one thing I loved about hanging out with Oscar and his Uncle. There were no smells of ingredients, everything was always picked up and put in its place. Not like home with Darla. There was food all over the kitchen, the house reeked of cures, and clothes were everywhere.
 
   I scoured the bookshelves in the family room looking for a photo album. There were books, but no albums. Hmmm. . .“Living Spiritually.” I pulled the book off the shelf. 
 
   I flipped the pages to get a glance of what this might be about and a picture fell out. The black and white photo was old. I could tell by the clothing and the two little boys standing by tricycles. The man and woman had their arms around each other, which made me believe they were the parents of the two boys. By instinct, I stuck the photo in my pocket and put the book back. 
 
   There wasn’t anything there to help me. I walked back into Oscar’s room and found it funny that I had only been in his room one other time. After I told Darla that I had gone in there, she forbade me to ever step foot in a boy’s room again. And I listened. 
 
   It was exactly like I remembered it. The twin bed was made with a baseball comforter and baseball trophies lined the wall. I had forgotten about all Oscar’s baseball games I went to with him and his Uncle. 
 
   I slid the closest doors open. The balls on the track made a screech like they hadn’t been opened in a long time. A few clothing items hung on hangers, and a few boxes of different memorabilia sat on the top shelf, but nothing stood out to me.
 
   With my hands planted on my hips I looked around the room. Had I let my thoughts make me crazy into believing that Oscar could be behind all of this? Not necessarily the murders, but did he know about us being spiritual and that’s why he was my friend and when given the opportunity suggested we move to Whispering Falls? It was awfully convenient that he, by chance, had driven into Whispering Falls.
 
   And it wouldn’t be the first time Oscar Park talked me into anything.
 
   I snapped my fingers. The bed. I got down on the floor. I use to shove stuff under my bed all the time. It was dark under there. I plunged my hand in my bag, and felt around for the phone. I pulled it out, opened it, and used it as a light. There was a small plastic container with a lid far in the back. I swiveled my body on the floor and shimmied under the bed. With the box in my grip, I pulled myself out from underneath and stood up. The entire front of my clothes was covered in dust bunnies. 
 
   “Eeck!” I screamed and the box and all its contents flew into the air. Mr. Prince Charming stood on top of the bed as if he were there the entire time. “Mr. Prince Charming! You scared me.”
 
   I continued to brush the dust off myself and wondered how he got there, like I had wondered so many times before. 
 
   “What are you doing here?” I picked up the box and sat down on the bed next to the cat. “More importantly, how did you get here?”
 
   One of these days, I was going to have to take a day and follow him around, unless I was in jail.
 
   Meow, meow. He nudged my arm with his head like he was asking for forgiveness. 
 
   I rubbed him. “You are so smart. Okay. Let’s see what’s in here.” I put the box in my lap and took the lid off.
 
   There were a couple different looking dolls in it. I picked the one with the brown yarn hair up and looked at it. The doll was stuffed with hay and the fabric of the clothing resembled that of a woman. Its yarn hair was long and it wore a hat that looked like a makeshift turban.
 
   “Owww. . .” I dropped the doll when something poked my finger. With my finger stuck in my mouth, I picked the doll up off the floor and turned it over. There were stickpins stuck in the back of the doll. “What the hell?” 
 
   Hiss, Hiss. Mr. Prince Charming jumped off the bed. I looked out the window and Jordan was standing in front of the Cape Cod. He looked like he was checking out the Green Machine. I quickly grabbed the other doll and shoved them in the waist of my jeans and pulled my top down to cover them. 
 
   I ran into the family room and grabbed the magazine off the table. Mr. Prince Charming was gone. I didn’t have to worry about him. He could take care of himself.
 
   “Hello there.” Jordan walked in the door. “I was going to walk over to your house. I saw your car over there.”
 
   “I just got here and I helped myself to the spare key.” I pointed toward the coffee table where I put the key. “And just thought I’d wait.”
 
   “And read A Cop’s World Magazine?” His brows dipped. 
 
   “Um,” I closed the magazine and looked at the front. Idiot. “I don’t smell any lasagna.”
 
   “I didn’t know you were coming over, but I’m sure I can whip something up.” He took his holster off and sat it in the chair. He walked into the kitchen and opened the refrigerator like he was trying to find something to fix. “Is Oscar coming?”
 
   “No.” I followed him and grabbed a handful of grapes off the vine that was sitting on the kitchen counter. “I really came here to ask you a few questions about my dad.”
 
   Slowly he shut the refrigerator door. Standing there with his hand on the handle, he just stared at it. I stood behind him waiting for his answer, but he stood in silence.
 
   “I mean, everyone told me that he and you were responding to a routine speeding stop and it went wrong. The guy pulled out a gun and fired two shots. One at your gut and one at my dad’s chest.” I recalled everything that Darla had told me, there was never a reason to question it until now. My entire existence had been a lie up until a few days ago, and I couldn’t help but hear Patience’s words about ‘no other crime’ since my father died. And if my father died in Whispering Falls, which all of Darla’s journal entries say, then how did Jordan know my dad?
 
   “I see that you’ve been snooping around.” His voice was jittery. 
 
   “No, I’ve been sitting on your couch.” Oh, my. Fear knotted inside my stomach. Did he know that I took those funny looking dolls? 
 
   “Not here, June. Whispering Falls.” He placed both hands on the counter and took in a deep breath. “I was afraid this was going to happen.”
 
   He stood up and shook his head. 
 
   “Please tell me. I’m accused of murder, and everything I know up until now has all been a lie.” I begged. 
 
   He pulled up his shirt and the scar from the gunshot wound was visible. He pointed to it. “I did get this from a routine traffic stop. But I didn’t know your father.” He took his holster off of the chair and sat it on the floor. He sat down. “When Darla moved in I felt sorry for you girls. It was just me and Oscar up until then, so I made sure I kept an eye out on you two. After awhile she started to open up about how you guys lived in a village and that your father had gotten killed. I didn’t ask any questions.”
 
   “Did you know it was Whispering Falls?” I asked. Tears hung on to the bottom rim of my eyelids. 
 
   “No, not until the other day when I went to visit with Oscar and I saw the sign. Darla told me that she owned an herb shop.” He put his hands in his lap. “I put two and two together, like a good cop. The only thing that bothers me is that there are two unsolved crimes. Your father’s and now this other woman.”
 
   “Ann.” I cringed. The pins from the dolls were beginning to stick me. I made my way to the door. “I better go. I think Oscar got the autopsy report back and I want to see if there is anything that will point the finger at someone else.”
 
   Jordan followed behind me with the spare key in his hand and opened the door. 
 
   “Oscar has told me a few things and I’m going to help out as much as I can without getting into trouble.” He handed me the key to put back under the porcupine shoe cleaner. “You promise you will let me know if I can help you.”
 
   I put my Girl Scout fingers in the air. “I promise.”
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Eighteen
 
    
 
   Nothing made sense. I looked over at the strange dolls in the passenger seat of the Green Machine. Things were getting more complicated by the minute.
 
   Oscar seemed awfully suspicious but my intuition said “no way.” I couldn’t discount the nagging feeling that Oscar wasn’t doing all he could to help solve Ann’s murder. Not to mention he didn’t keep Constance busy while I asked Patience a few questions. The Oscar that lived in Locust Grove did everything he could to keep me safe.
 
   Unfortunately, I was not feeling so safe. 
 
   I couldn’t forget what Patience had said about Oscar’s parents being spiritualists. Hmmm. . .how convenient it was for Oscar to talk me into moving to Whispering Falls.
 
   And now these. I picked one of the dolls up. All sorts of questions formed in my head, but I wasn’t sure if I could trust Oscar at this point to even ask him about them.
 
   Putting the doll back on the seat, I leaned a little more and flipped the glove box open. I patted around until I found what I was looking for. 
 
   Ding Dong. I pulled it out from my secret stash and just for a moment, the chocolate goodness made everything feel like it was going to be okay.
 
   That went away as soon as I pulled into Whispering Falls and Oscar was standing on the porch. I slipped the dolls into the glove box and slammed it shut.
 
   “Seriously, June?” Oscar scratched his head. “Why can’t you leave solving crimes to the professionals? Uncle Jordan called to tell me you are all worried. And you should be, but I’m doing everything I can. I promise.”
 
   A little leery, I chose my words carefully, “You don’t seem to be doing anything to help, so I have to do it myself.” I unlocked the door. My eyes narrowed when I saw Mr. Prince Charming sitting in the couch in the sunlight, like he never left. But we both knew better. Oscar followed me in. “You, yourself even said that no one is talking to you.”
 
   “We might live among spiritualists, but there are rules that have to be followed like in every other city.” He sat down on the couch and Mr. Prince Charming jumped down. “Why does that cat hate me?”
 
   I shrugged and picked Mr. Prince Charming up, giving him a little love. I was beginning to wonder the same thing. From what I understood, animals had great instincts and could really sense someone that was bad. Mr. Prince Charming didn’t think Jordan was bad, did he?
 
   “Why did you go see Uncle Jordan? I’m the cop here.” He had an annoyance in his voice.
 
   “I wanted him to talk to you about getting this case solved.” I lied. There was really no need to tell Oscar about my dad’s death. That would open a whole new can of worms. “Didn’t he tell you why I was there?”
 
   “Just that you were looking around and trying to solve Ann’s murder.” He stood up and walked back to the door. “I got Ann’s autopsy back and I’m going to go over it with the council before I can share anything with you.”
 
   “Fine.” I shut the door behind him. I wasn’t too worried about the council, I wanted to know why Jordan didn’t tell Oscar that I wanted to know about my dad or that I had found out that my dad wasn’t with Jordan when he was shot, and that Jordan met us when we moved to Locust Grove.
 
   I took the two concrete shoeprints out of the pantry where I had stored them. They had the exact same ridges.
 
   I drummed my fingers on Darla’s journal that was sitting on the kitchen counter. There had to be something there. Something concrete for me to go on. Surely there had to be some advice. Something more than ‘follow your instincts’ because my instincts were proving to be leading me in the wrong direction.
 
   I went over the clues about Gerald and Petunia’s little secret with Ann; Chandra and Ann’s business partnership going up in flames and Izzy’s resentment towards Ann because she had to take her in. Not to mention all the stuff Petunia told me about my family and Oscar’s. And then there was Oscar. His lack of gathering clues, not to mention the funny dolls, were adding up to the fact that Oscar knew more about this village before we moved here than he’d let on.
 
   I sat on the couch and opened up the journal.
 
   “I don’t like the feeling of always being watched. No matter where I go or what I do, they always tell Otto. I have no friends. Only Eloise, and even she if off limits.”
 
   Turn over, turn over. The hands curled around the neck. No! I searched the scene for any more clues like Oscar had asked me to do, but it was difficult to stop from trying to see who the victim was. Focus, June. Focus. I didn’t care about the victim as much as I wanted a new clue to who this killer was.
 
   My heart sank to my stomach as the hands peeled away. The sun trickled into the depths of the water and focused on the space between the thumb and the forefinger. What is that? The sun got brighter. A mole? Man hands?
 
   Quickly I jumped out of bed.
 
   “Let’s go for a walk.” I motioned for the cat. It was time to visit Eloise. She helped Darla, surely she’d be up for helping me. I grabbed the dolls. For some reason, my intuition told me to take them.
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Nineteen
 
    
 
   Eloise said it was in the clearing beyond the woods. 
 
   Mr. Prince Charming was all over going for a walk. He trotted ahead of me leading me straight toward the big rock as if he knew exactly where we were going.
 
   The smudging bundles were still lying next to the big rock, which I found very odd. If Gerald was accusing me of trying to murder him, I would have thought Oscar would have come up here to get the bundle of the remaining cedar.
 
   I set the dolls on the rock and gathered the bundles into a pile next to the rock. In the back of my mind, I couldn’t help but think that this was definitely negligence on Oscar’s part. This only added to my suspicions that Oscar was somehow involved.
 
   I glanced at the dolls. The rock illuminated around them. I grabbed them and pulled away when the heat coming off them was steaming up the air. I picked up the bundle closest to me and took the dolls off the rock. Immediately the rock went back to being a rock and the bundle smoked. 
 
   I fanned it to put it out, only it created more smoke. 
 
   Hiss, hiss. Mr. Prince Charming ran in the opposite direction. 
 
   “What? I’m trying!” I yelled after him, throwing the bundle on the ground and stomping it out with my shoe. “I hope that wasn’t the cedar one.” I looked at the charred remains. The last thing I needed was for Gerald to have another reaction. “What was that?”
 
   Something in the opposite direction of where the cat had run moved behind a tree. 
 
   “Is somebody there?” I yelled in the direction, but nothing moved or came forward. I shrugged it off to something else that didn’t make sense in Whispering Falls, and grabbed the dolls. 
 
   Mewl, mewl. The cat sat on the edge of the woods dragging his tail along the grass. 
 
   “Fine. I’ll follow you.” I looked at the pile of smudging bundles to make sure nothing else was going to catch fire, and made a mental note to grab them on my way back.
 
   The further we walked, the foggier it got, and the more I realized that Mr. Prince Charming had no clue where to go and my instincts weren’t giving me any hunches.
 
   Just when I was about to turn around, something caught my eye. 
 
   Wow. Between a couple of trees, there was a platform built high off the ground and on the platform was a two-story house. The wooden stairs led up to a cozy wrap-around porch. I tried to see if there were any lights on, which I should’ve seen through the fog, but it didn’t appear that anyone was there.
 
   This had to be Eloise’s house. No wonder Darla loved it here. But why would she live all the way out here?
 
   I walked around the side. Lanterns hung from the tree dotted the fog and shone enough for me to see the gravel pathway. It was hard to concentrate on where it led with all the beautiful flowers that were planted on both sides. I ran my hand along the vibrant purple, green, red, orange, and yellow flowers. Wisteria vines provided a canopy leading to a clearing. It reminded me of the beautiful vine that covered the overhang of the front of A Dose of Darla. 
 
   I blinked. I blinked harder. My heart raced as though it was going to leap right out of my chest. Rows and rows of herbs were neatly planted and proportioned perfectly. All I could see was Mr. Prince Charming’s tail waving above the rows as he darted in and out of the herbs. 
 
   Each row had a painted wood sign with the names of the herbs that followed in line. Herbs I had never heard of. I walked in front of each row, touching each herb sign.
 
   “Rose petals, moonflower, mandrake root, seaweed, shrinking violet, dream dust, fairy dust, magic peanut, lucky clover, steal rose,” I whispered. “Spooky shroom?”
 
   What in the world were all of these used for?
 
   “I wondered how long it was going to take you to find me.” Eloise popped up. Her short red hair glistened from the ray of sunshine peeking through the fog. “I’m just picking some Wolfsbane. It snaps off the vine much better with the fog.” She held the orange furry plant in the air.
 
   Wolfsbane? I wasn’t going to question it. 
 
   She stood up and with her arms straight out and her head tilted back, she inhaled deeply and slowly exhaled. “I love foggy mornings. Well?” She cocked her head to the side with a question in her eyes.
 
   “Well what?” I wasn’t sure if I was supposed to apologize for trespassing or Mr. Prince Charming batting at the little creatures flying in the air. I scolded him, “Stop it!”
 
   “Are you ready to eat?” She gestured toward the opposite end of the garden to a gazebo with twinkling lights twisted around the wooden spindles. In the center was a table covered in a yellow cloth, and a place setting for two.
 
   I guess she had been expecting me.
 
   “How did you know I was coming?” Tension crept in my shoulders. I reached back and kneaded it before I walked toward the gazebo.
 
   Eloise glanced over her shoulder and laughed. There was a spark in her eye. She threw the Wolfsbane into a simmering pot and stirred it before she came to join me. 
 
   “Let’s say that I can see into the future,” She folded her hands in front of her. “Most of the time. Plus I figured you had a lot of questions and eventually my name was going to come up.”
 
   I sat on the rickety chair and carefully scooted myself up to the table. There were so many different options to choose from, I didn’t know what to eat first. The assortment of scones, fruits, quiches, and a Ding Dong.
 
   “These are my favorite.” I picked up the Ding Dong and peeled back the foil wrapper.
 
   “Your mom told me.” She ate one too. “Your mom visited me one time after she moved and told me that you had discovered artificial foods like Ding Dongs.” She leaned forward and whispered, “Your mother loved them too.” A smile crossed her face. She knew she had just told me a big secret. “I’m sure you have a lot of questions.”
 
   She was right. I did. And there was no beating around the bush.
 
   “Exactly how did you meet my mom?” I looked around the scones and picked out a blueberry one with a lot of powdered sugar on top.
 
   “Darla was an unusual one. She had agreed to live in the village when she married Otto. He wanted to serve the place where he grew up. Only she wasn’t a spiritualist, which was good because that meant she could open her own shop.” Eloise rearranged the droopy flowers in the center of the table. They sprang to life from her touch. She brushed her hands together. “Her homeopathic store wasn’t doing well, and I had just been banned from the village. It was a win situation for both of us.”
 
   “What do you mean?” I reached out to touch a flower sitting on the table. Eloise took it before I touched it and put it in the vase with the other vibrant flowers. 
 
   “Darla loved homeopathic medicine. People come here to seek true remedies that make them feel better. That is what Whispering Falls provides for all those visitors. They leave feeling great.” She picked up the pink tea server and poured some in each cup. “Darla was straight homeopathic with no little extra . . .um. . .feel good.”
 
   “Feel good?” Darla told many of her customers at the flea market that it took a few weeks for the homeopathic cure to take effect.
 
   “My potions are instant. That is what needed to be sold in A Dose of Darla so we made a pact. She could use my potions to help in her remedies in exchange to visit me. The only person who knew about it was Izzy. She knew Darla’s cures had gotten a little extra added in and knew Darla didn’t do it on her own.”
 
   “And in the end, you two became best friends?” It made a lot of sense. “The recipe book that she used is yours?”
 
   “It is. When your father was murdered, she had to leave the village for her safety. She had you to raise so I gave her my book.” She looked out into her garden. “I haven’t had any friends since I was banned.”
 
   It was still hard for me to swallow that my father had been murdered.
 
   “Here, have a few berries.” She shoved the bowl in my face. 
 
   “According to some of the spiritualists. . .” 
 
   She wasn’t going to answer that, so I filed it in the back of my head and continued with my questions she might answer. “Why were you banned?” 
 
   Her eyes stared at me. I tried not to give a reaction. “I’m from a village out west that allows inter-spiritual relationships. Very common. They found out that I was mixed and told me I couldn’t live there so I created my own little world here.” Her hands swept in front of her. 
 
   “So you aren’t a full-spiritualist?” This whole other world was something I only thought lived in children’s stories.
 
   “I’m a Fairiwick.” She held her hands together and blew across them. Golden sprinkles filled the air and floated down, covering the ground as daisies. “I’m part fairy, part spiritualist. My mother was a fairy, my father was a homeopathic potion maker.”
 
   “I. . .” I struggled to understand what she was saying.
 
   “Really my dad was part Warlock part potion maker, but in my village we all were sorta like. . .” she hesitated and then walked over to the cauldron. Slowly she mixed the bubbling mixture with the paddle. Green smoke hovered over the golden pot. She continued, “A mix of things. And that is something Whispering Falls doesn’t allow.”
 
   “That isn’t right.” Once I got my name cleared, I was going to go in front of the council and ask them about this.
 
   “It might not be right. But is anything?” She put her hand in the air. A little mound of dust formed on her hand. She tossed it in the cauldron. Her cloak swished as she made her way back to her seat. “How did you figure out you have your dad’s talent?”
 
   “I had never questioned what he had done. I just assumed he was a cop all his life. My best friend, Oscar Park, told me about Whispering Falls. And Izzy found me.” I knew not to listen to Oscar. I shook my head. “I should’ve stayed in Locust Grove.”
 
   Her chair went crashing to the floor when she stood up. “Did you say Oscar Park?” 
 
   I nodded. “Yes, he’s the new police officer of Whispering Falls.”
 
   Nervously she walked down the gazebo steps. She turned around when she reached the bottom one. “It was good chatting with you. We must do it again.” She glided on the gravel path toward her house.
 
   “Wait!” I ran behind her trying to catch up. There were so many more questions I needed answered. When I reached the bottom steps of her porch, I took the dolls out of my waistband. I held one in each hand and held them high above my head. “What are these?”
 
   Slowly she turned around and her eyes darted back and forth between my hands. She darted down the steps just as a clap of thunder echoed throughout the woods and into the crystal clear blue sky.
 
   I fell to the ground and laid in fetal position. “Please don’t kill me,” I begged. 
 
   Damn! I’ve got to stop listening to my intuition or I wouldn’t be begging for my life.
 
   “Where did you get these?” She snapped them out of my hands. “Whose voodoo dolls are these?” Her shadow towered over me.
 
   “You aren’t going to kill me are you?” I looked up.
 
   “No, get up.” She held the dolls in one hand and stuck out the other. I took it and she helped me up. “I haven’t seen voodoo dolls in a long time. Especially ones that have pins stuck in them and are personalized.”
 
   She pointed to the yarned thread on the back of the one doll that looked like a woman. It was a makeshift “D.”
 
   “Darla?” I questioned hoping I was wrong. Had Oscar really hated my family that much?
 
   “I’m afraid so. I’m afraid she was murdered.” A single tear fell down Eloise’s cheek. “Did you get this from Oscar Park?” Her voice was low and steady.
 
   “I found them under his bed.”
 
   “I’m Oscar’s aunt. I moved here to find him. I was afraid this was going to happen.” Her mouth turned down. “My sister was married to Oscar’s father. She was a witch. I heard they were moving here, and then they disappeared.”
 
   “What about Uncle Jordan?” 
 
   “Who is Jordan?” She pulled back, looking confused. “I don’t have a brother.”
 
   “Oscar lived in Locust Grove and was raised by his Uncle Jordan. Oscar told me that his parents were moving here and were killed in a car accident.” I had to get some answers from Jordan. I was beginning to get a craving for lasagna. “That’s when he went to live with his Uncle Jordan.”
 
   “I’ve spent all my life looking for Oscar. We couldn’t find him.” She held the dolls in her hands, she rubbed them. “I was afraid of this. If a child was raised by a non-spiritualist, most of the kids become angry and don’t understand their powers. Oscar was in line to become a sorcerer.” She took the pins out of the doll. “I’m afraid these are a sign of an evil sorcerer.”
 
   She plopped down on the step and I sat next to her.
 
   “A murder in the village is just like an evil spirit.” She put her head in her hands. 
 
   “Did you say evil spirit?” Madame Torres popped into my head. Was Oscar who she was talking about? There was no way Oscar knew that he was a sorcerer or even spiritual. 
 
   Eloise nodded. The fear was deep-set in her eyes.
 
   “Why would Oscar want to hurt me or anyone else in the village?” Did Oscar sit in his room and poke holes in the dolls? What did have against Darla? None of this made sense. Hell, for that matter, nothing in this entire spiritual village made sense.
 
   “Am I in trouble?” I spent the next hour telling her about my nightmares and how Oscar knew everything about me. I told her about all my suspicions about who had motives to kill Ann and what the evidence was. That included Gerald, Petunia, Izzy, and even Oscar.
 
   She gave a tilted smile, leaving room for the worry lines that had formed around her eyes. “Go about your business for now. I need to cleanse your house. I will have to wait until the first break of dawn. People can’t see me then.”
 
   “Is that why you were cleansing the streets in the early morning?” I recalled seeing her and Izzy.
 
   “Yes.” Slowly she ascended up her steps. She turned back around and pointed toward my wrist. “Never take that off.”
 
   “Don’t worry.” I twirled the bracelet around my wrist. Mr. Prince Charming did figure eights around my ankles. “I need all the protection I can get.”
 
   It was time for my lasagna dinner. There were questions I needed answered and I wasn’t going to ask Oscar.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Twenty
 
    
 
   I made it out of the woods without getting lost or killed. Mr. Prince Charming was nowhere to be found. I circled around the big rock to pick up the bundles, but they were gone. I could’ve sworn I left them next to the rock. There was no time to investigate where the bundles had gone. They probably blew away.
 
   Once I reached the house, I called Jordan and told him I’d be there at six, which gave me plenty of time to go visit Izzy.
 
   Mystic Lights was busy and Izzy waved, motioning me to her office in the back of the shop. She’d be back when she was finished.
 
   I sat in the chair in front of her desk. There was a faint glow coming through the crack on the bottom of the door. Squeak, the chair groaned as I leaned back and looked into the shop. The glow was calling me, or so my intuition said, or maybe curiosity, but I wanted to make sure that Izzy was busy and wouldn’t notice me snooping around. After all, I had to figure out who killed Ann, because I knew it wasn’t me.
 
   I tiptoed over to the closet and slowly turned the knob. As the door opened, the glow got brighter. And once my eyes adjusted, the crystal ball illuminated with all yellow, red, orange, and purple lines. The lines parted and a face appeared. The eyes were gaunt, the lips were rosy red, and the skin was pale. 
 
   “Hello, June. I’ve been waiting for you.” Madame Torres’s green eyes were no longer hollow, and the red medusa hair flowed beyond the boundaries of the glass ball. The vision made my heart pound and my skin crawl with fright. There was no mistake, she had definitely been looking for me.
 
   “Don’t be scared, dear. I’m here to help.” Her voice lowered, her eyes darkened showing her power.
 
   I fiddled with my charm bracelet. Right now would be a good time for the dog charm to kick in. I knew nothing about crystal balls. There was no time to let evil in my life.
 
   “Yes. You are in grave danger.”
 
   No joke, tell me something I didn’t know or dream about.
 
   “Do not take any remedies for nightmares or it could cost you your life. The village needs you.” She spoke softly and swiftly. “You must not 
trust. . .”
 
   The ball went black.
 
   Clink, clink. I knew that sound from Izzy’s heels. The shoes filled the silence in the air. I grabbed the crystal ball.
 
   “What are you doing?” Madame Torres’s voice was demanding. “Put me down!”
 
   Without a word, I checked all the doors. Damn! Closet. I shut the door. Click, click. Izzy was getting closer. Please help me find a way out, I prayed opening the last door. The steps to the cellar looked scarier going down then it had that day when I was looking up. 
 
   “Shh!” I held the ball close to my eyes so she knew I meant business. “You’re going with me.”
 
   “You’re making me sick with all this rolling around.” She wasn’t going to be quiet. 
 
   I put her in my bag with the rest of my stuff, including the voodoo dolls.
 
   “Wait! I’m scared of the dark!” She screamed before I shut the flap. “Whose voodoo dolls are these?”
 
   I rushed down the steps into the cellar. I knew the way out from when I was in there before the smudging ceremony. I pushed the doors open leading to the back of the building. There was no time to waste. Izzy was going to know that I took the ball and left out the cellar, so there was no sense in shutting the doors again.
 
   There was no sense in coming back to Whispering Falls until Ann’s murder was solved. I knew exactly what I needed to do and it included Uncle Jordan.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Twenty One
 
    
 
   I ran as fast as I could to my cottage. There was no time to waste. I had to get out of Whispering Falls until my plan was in the works. 
 
   I didn’t even turn around to see if Izzy was following me. 
 
   “Mr. Prince Charming?” I hollered throughout the house when I got there. Of course he was nowhere to be found. He would find me. That was one thing I could count on. I grabbed my keys and Darla’s journal off the counter and hopped in the Green Machine.
 
   The tires squealed. I was out of there. 
 
   I had a couple hours before I was going to Uncle Jordan’s for dinner. With one hand on the wheel and the other stuck in my bag, I felt around for my phone.
 
   “Left, left,” Madame Torres called out from my purse. “The phone is to the left!”
 
   She was right. I found the phone and called Jordan.
 
   “June, what’s going on?” Jordan didn’t bother to beat around the bush. “Oscar called looking for you.”
 
   “Did you tell him I was coming for dinner?” I needed to get Uncle Jordan’s help without Oscar knowing. 
 
   “No, I didn’t. I figured I’d give you a chance to tell me why you are running.” There was concern in his voice. “Oscar said that you had stolen something from one of the merchants and that you left Whispering Falls when one of the laws clearly states that if you are accused of a crime you aren’t allowed to leave the village.”
 
   “I know it sounds like I’m guilty, but I need your help. If I’m wrong, then you can turn me in to Oscar.” I pleaded for him to help me.
 
   “Okay. And the only reason is because I care about your family. You are like one of my own. I will continue to tell Oscar that I haven’t heard from you.” He sighed. “I don’t get off work for another couple of hours. Go on to the house and I’ll be there soon.”
 
   “Thank you, Jordan.” He was my last hope. I had to get him to agree with my plan. 
 
   “You’re welcome. You can pop the lasagna in the oven. I made it last night. It’s in the refrigerator.” He had comfort in his words. 
 
   I hung up the phone and put it back in my bag.
 
   “I hate the dark!” Madame Torres hollered when I slipped the phone in. I would deal with her once I got to Jordan’s house.
 
   I peered in my rear-view mirror the entire time. I made sure no one from Whispering Falls had followed me.
 
   The old Cape Cod looked lonely across the street from Jordan’s. Or maybe it was me that was lonely for it. I turned the Green Machine off and took out Madame Torres.
 
   “Pshew.” Her glow had gone from green to crystal blue. “Thank you for getting me out of there. Those voodoo dolls are evil, evil I tell you!”
 
   “Now that I have you in my hands, I need you to tell me who to stay away from.” The ball turned a flaming red. 
 
   Madame Torres’s eyes deepened into a dark green, almost black, her face paled, her lips flamed. “You have possession of me illegally. I’m just another spiritualist to you. By law of the village, I cannot read you.” The ball went black and she disappeared.
 
   I shook it. 
 
   “What? Illegal?” I waited to see if she was going to come back. I shook it a couple more times, but nothing seemed to happen. I set the ball underneath the seat and grabbed my bag. 
 
   Uncle Jordan was going to be another hour. I got the spare key from underneath the porcupine shoe cleaner and let myself in.
 
   There were so many questions I wanted to ask him. Especially the ones about Oscar being a sorcerer, which meant that Jordan had to be a spiritualist of some sort. 
 
   Exhausted, I sat down on the couch. It wasn’t long until I heard a scratch at the door. Without having to think about it, I knew it was Mr. Prince Charming.
 
   “Hey, buddy.” I opened the door. “Do you miss Locust Grove as much as I do?” 
 
   He turned to look out the door and we both stood there staring at the ole Cape Cod. 
 
   “Come on.” I shut the door behind his wagging tail. He followed me into the kitchen and watched as I turned on the oven and put the lasagna in.
 
   We made ourselves comfortable on the couch to wait for the oven timer to go off. Mr. Prince Charming was nestled in my lap. I took the journal out of my bag. 
 
   “Today at the shop, Ann asked me if I wanted a free manicure. Of course I said yes. It would be a treat after a long day of work, only it wasn’t. She asked all sorts of questions about how we feel about June not being a spiritualist. Then she had the nerve to tell me that our life was going to dramatically change, ending it by saying, “poor June.” Well, I better stop writing. Otto has gone to work and I’m very excited about going to see Eloise. She has a new potion for growing hair. I can just see Gerald now with a full head of hair sticking out of that top hat. Makes me laugh every time. Plus Mac is going to take June for some fishing at the lake. She loves spending time with him.”
 
   Hmmm. . .I looked over at Mr. Prince Charming. He didn’t seem too fazed by Darla’s revelation. I read it aloud, “poor June.” What did Ann mean? Too bad she was dead or I’d be able to ask her.
 
   Was she referring to the upcoming death of my dad? Was she trying to tell Darla about it? Or was she talking about us moving to Locust Grove? Either way, I was probably never going to know unless Darla wrote it in her journal.
 
   Before I knew it, I was fast asleep.
 
   Turn over, turn over! Save yourself! I watched the victim do something that Ann never did. The victim’s hands lifted, and struggled with the killer. I watched helplessly as the struggle continued. Then all of a sudden I saw it. The dog charm and Celtic knot were flailing around in the water as the victim struggled. NO!
 
   Me! The victim was me!
 
   Fear gripped my insides as I propelled myself out of slumber. I had to do something. This time I was dreaming my own fate. And now fate was in my hands. The crystal ball was right. There was no way I was going to take a remedy to stop my nightmares. 
 
   “I could smell that lasagna from outside.” Jordan unhooked his holster and sat it on the table just inside the door.
 
   “How do you think we feel? Our mouths have been watering.” I hugged him. Mr. Prince Charming didn’t bother getting up. “Thanks for having me.”
 
   Steam exploded from the deep dish when he cut into it. 
 
   “I. . .um. . .I know I put you in a compromising position.” I grabbed my plate and took it to the table. I pulled the chair out and sat down without making eye contact. “I don’t want you to pick between me and Oscar. He is really your family. Plus you are a cop, but I really need your help. And you need to keep it from Oscar.”
 
   “Oh.” Jordan sat across the table and had a curious stare. “You two never keep secrets.”
 
   “I know, but I think it’s a fine line between murder suspect and friend.”
 
   “I don’t like keeping secrets.” He patted the badge on his uniform. “Part of the job, but I’m listening.”
 
   “You know I have those nightmares. Well, I dreamed about Ann’s murder before it had happened. Only I didn’t know it was her.” I left out the fact that I saw a mole on the killer’s hand. “The dreams are becoming more vivid.”
 
   “So you are a spiritualist.” He put his fork on his plate and waited for my answer.
 
   My mouth dropped open. So what Eloise had said was true. They were spiritualists. “How did you know?” 
 
   At this point I only wanted him to help me catch Oscar. I didn’t want to accuse Oscar of being an evil spirit or I’d fear Jordan wouldn’t help me. After all, I was going to expose Oscar as the killer, so asking him questions about their family was off-limits.
 
   “Oscar told me to combine our cities since Whispering Falls is so small. You aren’t going to put some spell on me are you?” He was half joking, half serious. 
 
   “I’m not that kind of spiritualist. Supposedly I know how to mix the right ingredients for cures.” I pointed in the direction of my Cape Cod. “And we see how that turned out.”
 
   I left out the little detail about Ann burning down my shed. I let Jordan think I had done it.
 
   “Are you going to try to combine both communities?” I asked. Oscar never mentioned a meeting with his uncle about combining the two. 
 
   Izzy would never let that happen. Hell, the village didn’t let in Fairiwicks. They certainly weren’t going to allow the mortals.
 
   “Not any time soon. They would have to have a vote and change the laws in place. If you were in Locust Grove and under the suspect umbrella, you’d be out on bond, not just hanging around until they figure it out.” He glanced over, but I didn’t give a reaction. I knew the law and yes, it was a little suspicious that Ann was holding my charm bracelet. Jordan knew his boundaries. “Let’s talk about your nightmares.”
 
   “Anyway, I had a nightmare that I was the next victim.” I swallowed hard trying to digest what I had said out loud. It didn’t sound good or sit well in my stomach. I was afraid my lasagna was going to come up, but I needed to eat for strength. I wanted to put my plan in place tonight.
 
   Mewl, mewl. Mr. Prince Charming lay under the table, his tail slowly wagged up and down.
 
   There was fear in Jordan’s eyes. “How do you know it’s you?”
 
   I held my hand in the air. The charm bracelet dangled. “The difference between dreams is that I seem to struggle with the killer. I can see my bracelet.”
 
   “Did you tell Oscar all of this?” 
 
   “No. He’s so busy trying to figure it all out that I thought I could count on you to help me.” I lied.
 
   He eyed me suspiciously. 
 
   “Okay.” I put my hands in the air. “I think it would be a conflict of interest. So I’m asking for your help.”
 
   “And what would that be?” He put his elbows on the table and locked his hands together.
 
   “Well, the killer is doing this at night. I figured if I would be at the lake, say at midnight, and you were hiding in the woods, the killer would come to get me and you could tackle them.” It seemed pretty simple. 
 
   “When did you want to do this?” He didn’t seem to act like my request was stupid.
 
   “Midnight. Tonight.” I blurted it out before I had time to think about it and change my mind. The sooner the better.
 
   “Tonight?” His eyebrows shot up.
 
   I nodded.
 
   “I don’t know, June. It’s kind of risky.” He took a bite of his bread. “I’m not a citizen and it’s not my jurisdiction.”
 
   “But you have a gun. It’s no different from your stakeout here.” There was no way I was going to take no for an answer. It was foolproof. “We can say that you were visiting me. I have to get my life back.”
 
   “Visiting you at midnight?” He asked. He did have a point.
 
   “If I’m right, you won’t have to explain why you were there at midnight.” I begged, “Please?”
 
   “Fine. I will be in the woods at midnight.” He shook his head. “I will flash a flashlight twice to let you know that I’m there. Do not go out there until you see my flashlight.”
 
   “Got it.” I took a few bites of my lasagna. I felt a little relieved knowing that my life was about to get back to normal soon. “Can I ask you about my dad?”
 
   Cough, cough. Jordan pulled his napkin up, covering his mouth.
 
   “It’s just that I’m beginning to figure out things about my previous life.” It was a legitimate question. And one that I needed answered.
 
   “The truth?” 
 
   “Yes, the truth.” 
 
   “I didn’t know your dad. Darla told me that he was a cop in another town and you two were in a witness protection program. I had just recovered from a gunshot wound and it was easiest to tell you and Oscar our lie.” He rubbed his mouth with his napkin before putting it back in his lap. “Was he a cop in Whispering Falls?”
 
   “From what I can gather, he was. And Darla left the village, but I’m not sure why.” I didn’t know anything about the witness protection program, but I was definitely putting that on my list of questions for the council after Jordan and I catch the killer. “How did you get Oscar?”
 
   That was one question I had never asked before. I knew that his parents were killed in a car accident, but I never got the particulars.
 
   “My older brother left for college and met a girl.” There was sadness in his eyes. “She came to our house just one time. They eloped and we never saw them again. I didn’t even know I had a nephew until my brother called telling me he was moving his family to Locust Grove. They got killed on the outskirts of town. Oscar was just a little fellow. I used all the department’s resources to locate anyone in my brother’s wife’s family, but came up empty.”
 
   Sadness swept over me. No wonder there weren’t any family photos in the house. “Oh, I’m so sorry. Does Oscar know?”
 
   “Yes. I’ve always been very open about it.” Regret dripped down his face. “I wished he knew my brother. There was not a will, nothing.”
 
   “I had no clue. I’m so sorry.” I picked up Mr. Prince Charming. This was so much to take in with all the other stuff going on. A Ding Dong was calling my name. “I better get going.”
 
   I wasn’t going to tell him that Oscar was a Fairiwick, because he obviously didn’t know. Nor did he know about the voodoo dolls. Still, Eloise’s words stung, “He could be an evil spirit, but doesn’t know it. I’ve seen a lot of little boys who make voodoo dolls that are spiritualists and don’t know it.”
 
   If that was the case, and I hated to think it, but either the best friend that I’ve ever known or a stranger was on a mission to kill me. But why?
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Twenty-Two
 
    
 
   When I pulled out of Jordan’s driveway, I carefully pulled out Madame Torres. 
 
   “You’re back,” sarcasm dripped in her voice. The globe was glowing a bright red. 
 
   “I am.” I placed her between me and Mr. Prince Charming. “Are you going to show your face?”
 
   “No.” Her tongue was as sharp as a knife. “I wanted to help you.”
 
   I squeezed the steering wheel. “You can still help me.” 
 
   “No, you ruined that. If you made a deal to buy me from Isadora Solstice I could’ve helped you.” A couple of gold flashes and the globe went black again.
 
   Hiss, hiss. Mr. Prince Charming batted at Madame Torres.
 
   “She’s testy.” I patted Mr. Prince Charming. With or without Madame Torres’s help, I was going to find the killer and Jordan was going to help me. 
 
   Anxiously, I waited for midnight to come. I held off on calling Jordan to make sure he was going to be there. He affirmed that he would be, and there was no reason to believe otherwise. But it played in the back of my mind that he may have called Oscar and told him our plan. 
 
   I pulled the Green Machine on the outskirts of Whispering Falls behind some woods. I had to get to Eloise and tell her about my plan. If it didn’t work out, and the killer got me and Jordan, at least someone would know what I was up to. Unfortunately I knew I couldn’t share it with someone inside the village and that included Oscar.
 
   “Okay, buddy.” I put my bag over my shoulder and place Madame Torres inside. “You found Eloise’s once. Can you find our way from this side of town?” 
 
   I took Mr. Prince Charming out of the car and put him on the ground. With his tail wagging in the air, he pranced off and I ran behind him.
 
   It didn’t take long until we reached a clearing. In the distance I could see the back of Eloise’s tree house. As quickly as my legs would take me, I ran as fast as I could so no one would see me. If the village knew I was gone, they were probably looking for me.
 
   The closer I got, the aromas of the cauldrons engrossed my senses. 
 
   “You’ve got to be kidding me?” Madame Torres chirped from my bag. “I’m a crystal ball, not a bouncy ball. Slow down!”
 
   I ran faster. 
 
   “Eloise?” I yelled into the garden once I reached the gravel walkway. The lanterns burned bright. “Are you here?”
 
   “June? Are you okay?” Eloise popped up from the Singing Pettles row and wiped her hands on her apron.
 
   “Hmmm” The Singing Pettles had their leaves to the sun. “Laalaa.”
 
   I shook my head. “I’m never going to get used to this life.” 
 
   Eloise put them in the basket on the ground with the other ones she had picked. 
 
   “I can only pick them once a week or they give me a headache with all that singing.” She laughed and walked towards me. “You look frightened. Are you okay?”
 
   “Okay?” A shadow of annoyance crossed my face. “You know I’m not okay.” I stomped my foot.
 
   “I’m not a toy!” Madame Torres screamed from my bag.
 
   I opened it and stuck my face in it. “Shut up!” I snapped the flap down, and looked at Eloise. Tears streamed down my face. “I’m not okay! A couple of days ago I was just a girl with a quirky mom who sold fake homeopathic remedies at a flea market and was the most wonderful best friend in the world.”
 
   Eloise put her hands out for me to take.
 
   I shook my head and walked backward a few steps. “No. I’m not okay,” I said through gritted teeth. “Now I’m a girl that has some kind of power. I see people when they really aren’t there. I have an angry crystal ball in my bag. My cat steals. Not only am I accused of being a murderer, I’m being framed. I don’t know who or what I am!”
 
   I fell to the ground with my head in my hands. 
 
   “Um. . .can you take it easy during your nervous breakdown?” Madame Torres’s voice was muffled. 
 
   Eloise bent down and held me. She sat there with me while I cried. This entire situation had finally gotten to me. 
 
   “I shouldn’t have run away.” I took my purse off my shoulder and pulled Madame Torres out. I held her up to Eloise. “I stole this.”
 
   Eloise smiled. “Hi, Madame Torres.” 
 
   The ball glowed the normal green. “Well, well. Look what June dragged in. Where in the world have you been?”
 
   “Banned.” Eloise took the ball, and then picked up the basket of Singing Pettles.
 
   “I hate to break up this little reunion, but I need some help.” I stood up and brushed the dirt off my clothes. I picked up my bag and put it back on my shoulder.
 
   Eloise had a great idea. “Let’s go have a Ding Dong.” She continued her conversation with Madame Torres as I followed behind to the Gazebo.
 
   Eloise sat Madame Torres on the table next to the Singing Pettles. They hummed away happily.
 
   “Do you mind?” Madame Torres’s eyes shot in the directions of the basket. “They give me a head-ache.”
 
   I couldn’t help but smile as I ate my Ding Dong. Madame Torres was a pain-in-the-butt. Thank God she wasn’t in human form. 
 
   “Tell me what is going on?” Eloise set the basket on the other side of the gazebo. They still let out a low hum, but nothing like before. 
 
   “I have a plan that I put into motion with Oscar’s Uncle Jordan.” I told Eloise how I was going to go to the lake because I had the nightmare about the next victim being me. “I wanted to tell you just in case it doesn’t work out, and the killer kills me and Jordan.”
 
   Eloise wrung her hands as she paced back and forth. “I don’t like this idea.” She picked at her short red hair. 
 
   “I need some of that truth serum that you and Darla gave Izzy that time.” If I could give some to the killer, they’d sing like one of the Singling Pettles and confess to everything.
 
   The heavy lashes that shadowed her cheeks flew up. “How did you know about that?”
 
   “Darla’s journal.” I patted my bag. 
 
   “I don’t think that would be a good idea. You never know what someone is going to say.” She looked away.
 
   Madame Torres’s head went from one end of the globe to the other trying to keep up with our conversation. 
 
   “Eloise, I need you just like Darla needed you.” I pleaded with her. She was a crucial part to ending this madness. “I have to hear them confess to murdering Ann and why. I fear that the answers to the death of my parents relies on the confession.”
 
   “I don’t know.” She spread her arms out in front of her and sprinkled hot pink dust into the air. The rows of plants bloomed to their fullest. The colors lit up the garden like a rainbow.
 
   I took my phone out of my bag. “It’s eleven o’clock. I have one hour until I meet Jordan.”
 
   “They are going to have my head if this backfires.” She drew her arms in and pointed towards Whispering Falls. “They will come after me with burning torches.”
 
   “No. No they won’t.” This was going to work. If I was going to rely on my intuition like Darla told me to, everything was going to work out if everyone did what they were supposed to do.
 
   Eloise’s cloak swooshed around her as she drew her hands into the air. A clap of thunder rang out, but the stars in the sky were as bright as the day.
 
   She rushed through the garden picking several different plants and flowers. She gathered them in her palm over the top of the cauldron. With one blow from her lips, the flowers turned into a pile of dust. She brushed them into the cauldron and stirred until it bubbled over. 
 
   “Hand me a bottle.” She pointed toward the gazebo windowsill. “Anyone will be fine.”
 
   I grabbed the purple one with the star cap. It seemed the most appropriate. 
 
   Eloise took it from my hand and scooped up the overflow of the cauldron. She cast her eyes on me. “Use this with extreme caution. I suggest you take a bottle of water and add a couple of drops. Only a couple of drops.” She wiggled her finger back and forth. She repeated, “Only a couple of drops.”
 
   Carefully I placed the bottle in my bag and grabbed a bottle of water from the table.
 
   “Mr. Prince Charming, you stay here with Eloise and Madame Torres.” I didn’t want him to see if anything happened to me. I knew that Eloise would take care of him. “Please return Madame Torres if something goes wrong.”
 
   “No you won’t. I’m not going back in some glass case or dark closet.” The ball lit up bright red. 
 
   Eloise grabbed me by the shoulders and drew me close to her. “Keep safe sweet, sweet, June.” 
 
   I held onto her words as I made my way into the dark night, through the woods and around the rock. I could see the lake as clear as day.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Twenty-Three
 
    
 
   My heartbeat echoed so loudly that I was sure it could be heard all over Whispering Falls. Patiently I waited in the woods for Jordan’s signal. I sat down in the grass and reached into my bag to get Darla’s journal and my phone. I used the phone’s keypad light to read a page in the journal. 
 
   “I thought Otto’s job as a police officer was getting to him after he told me about the people that have come to visit him. He said someone was sitting next to June, but I didn’t see anyone. I told Eloise about it and she didn’t make me feel any better. She believes that Otto is a medium, which means that he’s a Fairiwick. That would be devastating to him. He loves Whispering Falls and couldn’t imagine being banned.”
 
   “Medium?” I whispered. Wasn’t that when people saw dead people? Did my dad die because someone found out he was a Fairiwick?
 
   What about me? Did that mean. . .I drew back and threw the journal in my bag. Had the mysterious shadow been a spirit? Was I part medium? Did the killer only want to kill off the Fairiwicks and found out who I was?
 
   Fright and sheer agony pierced my soul. I was living someone’s life, but not mine. . . not the one I knew. I grabbed my phone and stood up. It was ten after midnight and I hadn’t seen Jordan’s flashlight signal. Just when I was about to put my phone in my bag it vibrated.
 
   “June, where are you?” The text from Oscar had a big red exclamation on it as though it was urgent. “We need to talk.”
 
   Talk? At midnight? Either they had the council meeting and he was going to put me in jail or he was looking for me because he was the killer. 
 
   I didn’t respond. Either way, he’d find out where I was soon enough.
 
   I’d give Jordan another ten minutes.
 
   I unscrewed the cap off the bottle of water. I used the light from my phone so I could see what I was doing. Carefully I held it between my legs and took out the potion. 
 
   One, two. I counted the drips of the serum as it went into the water. I replaced the cap on the water and shook it up. 
 
   Off in the distance I saw a quick two flashes. Jordan was here. It was time. I wished I had a few more seconds so I could eat a Ding Dong. It might be the last time I tasted the delicious goodness. 
 
   Instead, I stood up with the water bottle in my hand and putting one foot carefully in front of the other, I walked towards the lake. 
 
   The ground became mushy the closer I got to the edge of the water. I couldn’t help but wonder if this was how Ann felt before she took her last breath.
 
   The lake was still, the water didn’t move. It lay like glass. The moonbeams shone off the water into the clearing. The silence rang in my ears and the only thing I could feel was the beating of my heart.
 
   I looked around to see if I could see anything. The fireflies played in the distance. They seemed to chase each other in circles and then in a straight line. Suddenly they darted into the night.
 
   “We’ve been out here for about an hour.” Jordan whispered.
 
   “You scared me.” I dropped the bottle. “Go back and hide. Let’s give it a little while.”
 
   “Maybe you didn’t see your nightmare right.” He picked up the bottle. 
 
   I looked out onto the lake. I shook my head and recalled the vivid images from my nightmare. “No. It was my bracelet, I’m sure of it.” I turned back around. “NO!” I screamed and smacked the water bottle from his lips.
 
   “What? I’m thirsty.” Jordan’s eyes grew dark and he stepped backwards. “I think you are losing your mind.”
 
   Just like a spotlight, the moon shone down on the ground between us, exposing Jordan’s footsteps in the soggy mud. It was the same shoe print I found where Ann was killed and under my windowsill from the Cape Cod.
 
   “Oh, no.” I drew in my breath and put my hands up to my mouth. My intuition nagged me. “You killed Ann?”
 
   “What? What did you say?” He ran toward me. His hand reached out as I tried to run. 
 
   The mud was like quicksand. I couldn’t move. The harder I tried the more my feet dug into the marsh.
 
   “Where do you think you are going, June?” He smiled, the evil showed in his eyes. He picked up the bottle and drank the rest of it before he crushed it in his grip. “Killing someone always makes me thirsty. But none of the others brought me a drink. Thank you.” He threw the bottle in the lake. 
 
   None of the others? I only knew about Ann.
 
   Like the water rippled from the effect, chills rippled throughout my body with each word that escaped from his lips. I tried to pull up a foot, but I was already buried to my calves.
 
   “You psychics are all like. You think you can rule the world. Especially the Fairiwicks.” He paced back and forth, not getting too close. He knew I was stuck. “Do you know what it’s like being the outcast in a family, June?”
 
   I shook my head. He drew a gun from underneath his shirt and waved it at me.
 
   “My brother, my parents, we were part of a village out west. We were all banned because I didn’t have any powers. I was the runt.” He jabbed himself with his gun. “Do you know what animals do with runts, June?”
 
   “They get rid of them?” My voice quivered.
 
   “Yes, June. They get rid of them. And that is what the village did to me. They got rid of me, making my family hate me. Shun me.” He swayed the gun towards Whispering Falls. “And now I’m going to get rid of all of them.”
 
   “But Oscar and I love you.” It was worth trying every emotional tactic I could to get him to let me go.
 
   “You did, until you found out the truth.” He plopped down in the grass with the gun pointed straight at me. “Your father heard I left the village out west from my brother and his crazy fairy wife. They came looking for me and I used my best magic on them.” He held his gun up and dropped his head between his legs. “This gun is my magic.”
 
   A tear fell down my cheek. He had killed my father. 
 
   I reached down while he wasn’t looking, dug in the mud and untied my shoes. The truth serum was setting in. He was spilling his guts. I slipped my hand into my bag and turned on the record button. He might kill me, but there was a chance that someone could find my phone. 
 
   I slipped the phone into the grass right before he looked up.
 
   “It was priceless. They all came ‘to talk,’ but I knew better. They wanted to kill me.” He stood up and came closer. He held the gun to his chest. The mole between his thumb and finger was exactly like the one from my nightmare. I knew what fate had in store for me.
 
   “The fat one, Ann, she was Oscar’s nanny. She ran and I couldn’t find her. I had no idea where Whispering Falls was until dear sweet Oscar wanted to move here.” 
 
   “Did you kill my mother?” I had to ask before he killed me. She was so young to die of a heart attack.
 
   “Darla. Beautiful Darla.” His fists clenched. “I had no idea who she was when you moved into Locust Grove. By the time she moved in, Oscar was settled. He had so much promise.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “I thought he was like me. You know. . .the runt.”
 
   “I had no intentions of hurting anyone else until Darla found my little box of voodoo dolls.”
 
   I gasped. All this time I thought it was Oscar who made them. 
 
   “What? Do you think I could let her live after she knew exactly what they were?” He threw his head back and laughed. “I let her live until you were older, then you could take care of yourself. So I watched you mix all those remedies, only you could never get them right. I figured you could live because you weren’t a crazy one. And Oscar is too dumb to be a police officer so when he wanted to move here, I let him.”
 
   “Seeing Ann was icing on the cake. So I stole your charm bracelet because we both know you sleep heavy when you are dreaming and after I killed her, I put your bracelet in her hand.”
 
   “It was all too easy. I made sure everything was done at night so no one saw me.”
 
   He was wrong! My eyes darted back and forth looking for the fireflies. Of all nights the teenagers decided to go to bed early? They were nowhere to be found.
 
   “That smudging thing with Gerald was priceless.” His laughter rang out. “I didn’t have a hand in that, but that was great.”
 
   “I’m glad you find it amusing.” The adrenaline rushed through my body. I tapped my leg with my fingertips. There had to be a good time to run. “Why me? What did I do to you? Are you going to kill Oscar?”
 
   His breathing deepened. His jaw line flexed and became rigid, as he chose his words carefully. “Oscar is dumb. If he did have powers, which he doesn’t, he would screw it up. You…” he pointed the gun towards me again, “you are a smart one. Without you around, I can keep Oscar. He won’t last long here. Especially after I pick them off one-by-one.”
 
   He was crazy if he didn’t think one of the spiritualists was going to figure out it was him. And to think that I thought Gerald or Oscar had something to do with this. 
 
   Jordan put his gun back in the waist of his pants and slowly walked towards me. “It’s time, June. Now you be a good girl.”
 
   I jumped out of my shoes and ran. His footsteps were thunderous behind me.
 
   “Help! Help me!” I screamed into the night air. I felt his hands grab at me. I flung my wrist when I felt his touch. My bracelet snapped and flew into the lake. Without hesitation I ran faster, but not fast enough. 
 
   Ouch! I crumbled to the ground as Jordan grabbed a handful of my hair. He thrust my helpless body to the edge of the lake and in one swoop he had my head under water just like my nightmare, only this time I was living it.
 
   I reached behind me smacking the air hoping I would make contact, but come up with air every time. I grabbed his hands that were holding me underneath. My nightmare played in my head as I flailed about. Something was different. I didn’t have on the bracelet on like I did in my nightmare. 
 
   I flailed more, kicking my legs. With every kick, my head bobbled above the water. I gasped for more air. Just as I was about to give up, I felt a rough tongue on my foot, and then Jordan’s hands released me. 
 
   Without looking, I dragged myself out of the water and gulped for air.
 
   Hiss, hissssss. Mr. Prince Charming had jumped up on Jordan’s back and stuck to him like glue. Jordan was running in circles trying to get him off.
 
   “Get him!” The glowing green ball from afar was making its way across the meadow. The moonlight shone on Eloise and Madame Torres.
 
   “He has a gun!” I mustered up every ounce of energy in my body. 
 
   Eloise sat Madame Torres on the ground. A clap of thunder rolled over Whispering Falls as Eloise drew her hands together and blew. Lime green dust shot like a bee out of her hands and into Jordan’s eyes. 
 
   He let out a blood-curdling scream and fell to the ground.
 
   “Over here!” Petunia called out into the darkness. I watched as the fireflies led the pack of spiritualists. 
 
   They did go for help. The teenagers went to get help.
 
   “Oh my God. June?” Oscar ran over to me and brushed my wet bangs out of my eyes. He glanced over at Jordan who appeared lifeless just a few feet away. 
 
   “My phone.” I pointed in the direction of where it was. “Get my phone.”
 
   Oscar reached into the deep brush and got the phone. He handed it to me before he saw Jordan lying in the thicket. 
 
   “Oh my God, Uncle Jordan?” Oscar ran to his side. “What happened?”
 
   Oscar grabbed Uncle Jordan and placed him in his lap. Streaks of light shot from his eyes, “What did you do?” He glared at me.
 
   “I didn’t do anything. He is the killer! He has a gun!” I screamed, and pushed the button on my phone to play back everything that happened.
 
   Jordan’s words twisted and curled into the night air. He sat with his shoulders slumped, completely silent.
 
   I looked around at Izzy, Gerald, Petunia, Chandra, and Oscar as the recording rang in the dark. Jordan was only able to move his eyes. They darted from side to side.
 
   “You killed my parents?” Oscar pulled the gun from Jordan’s waistband, and jumped to his feet. His anger became a raging fury. “I should kill you with my bare hands!”
 
   “No.” I stood up next to Oscar and put my hand on his bicep. “You are better than him. Ann was your nanny. You are a spiritualist. Eloise put some kind of spell on Jordan. He can’t move.”
 
   Out of the moon’s shadow and into the light, Eloise appeared with Madame Torres in her hand.
 
   “Eloise is your aunt.” I gestured for her to come forward. I took Madame Torres from her.
 
   A little hesitant from all of the stares, she enclosed Oscar in her cloak. “I can’t wait to tell you all about your mom and dad,” she whispered in his ear.
 
   Mr. Prince Charming danced around their ankles. 
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Twenty-Four
 
    
 
   The day was dawning. 
 
   The Karmina sisters’ hearse barreled up the hill. The lights flashed, lighting up the starry sky. Constance jumped out, velcro curlers all over her hair. “Who’s next?” She shined a flashlight in everyone’s face.
 
   Patience wasn’t too far behind. “Who’s next?” she chirped and shuffled over in her pink house slippers. She picked up a stick and poked Jordan. “He’s a fresh one.”
 
   Jordan jerked his shoulders back and glared at Patience. “Don’t poke the bear or he just might bite.”
 
   Patience jumped and held the stick like a gun. “He’s not dead.”
 
   “I’ll get you all!” Jordan scowled as Oscar cuffed him. Oscar jerked him up by the cuffs and hauled him off to the police station.
 
   Eloise started to slip out of the daylight and into the woods, but Izzy stopped her.
 
   “Wait, Eloise.” Izzy turned to the council. “Come have some tea at The Gathering Grove.”
 
   With Eloise smiling, we all walked in silence with Mr. Prince Charming trotting ahead.
 
   Bella and Axelrod had the tea and muffins ready when we got there. Oscar joined us once he got Jordan situated in his cell.
 
   “I’m so sorry, June.” Oscar sat in the seat next to me. He took my wrist and clasped my turtle charm bracelet around it. “We will drag the lake and look for your other one.” 
 
   I opened my bag and pulled out two Ding Dongs. I handed him one. “You’re forgiven.”
 
   “How did you find my aunt?” His eyes clouded over. It was the first time I had ever seen Oscar brought to tears.
 
   “Hold on a second.” I stood up on the chair to gather everyone’s attention. “I have something to say.”
 
   The Gathering Grove became silent. Everyone looked at me.
 
   “There are a lot of rules in this village. And a lot I have to learn. Eloise saved us today. She and Ann were banned from Whispering Falls because they are Fairiwicks. I think it’s time that the village changes the rules to include anyone in the spiritual realm. We are much better as a collective whole than apart. Eloise has so much to offer our village with her potions. Without the truth serum, Jordan probably wouldn’t have spilled the beans and I would be dead.” Mr. Prince Charming caught my eye as he danced around the table where Petunia was sitting. I tried to concentrate on what I was saying, but I couldn’t. Petunia was whispering in his ear.
 
   “I. . ..um. . .” Snap out of it, there was no way Mr. Prince Charming was. . .oh my God! “I . . .I would like to take a vote at the next village meeting to incorporate the Fairiwicks into the Whispering Falls village.”
 
   A round of applause rang out. Even Izzy got up and hugged Eloise, but this was going to have to go through Oscar. He wasn’t letting go. 
 
   Gerald and Petunia were behind the counter making sure everyone had what they needed.
 
   “Gerald, remember when you were reading my tea leaves?” There were some things he had mentioned that I didn’t understand. 
 
   He nodded and handed a muffin over the counter to Oscar.
 
   “What did my reading say?” I asked.
 
   “Are you giving me permission to tell you from one spiritualist to another?” 
 
   “Yes.” No matter what my leaves said, I still wanted to know.
 
   He took his hat off and placed it on top the counter. He leaned over and proceeded with a low whisper, “The O represented your father, Otto. He is always with you. As is your grandfather.” 
 
   Mr. Prince Charming jumped up on the counter.
 
   “No. That’s naughty.” I scolded him and put him back on the ground. He might be able to jump up on the counters at home, but not here. “Go on.”
 
   “The wavy lines told me you were in for a rocky future. Which I don’t believe is over.” He drew back, took in a deep breath, and closed his eyes. “Madame Torres had warned the village of a powerful psychic coming to town and that her nightmares would prove innocence.” His shoulders slumped a little bit.
 
   “Are you okay?” I reached over the counter to pat his hand.
 
   Petunia grabbed a chair and eased him into it. “He gets this way when he reads the leaves. Sometimes the spirit takes over.”
 
   Cough, cough. “I’m fine.” Gerald held his fist to his mouth. “You are on a path to discovering your gifts. Don’t limit yourself.” He stood up. “I must get some rest now.”
 
   Without another word, Gerald went to the back of the shop.
 
   “That was weird,” I said to Oscar and shrugged my shoulders. “Let’s go sit.”
 
   Oscar nabbed the closest table and sat down. He pointed to himself. “I’m a sorcerer.”
 
   “No, you are a police officer.” I could feel the excited, renewed energy he had. “You worry about keeping our village safe.”
 
   “I think it’s cool. According to Eloise, I will begin my lessons soon with the new Fairiwicks moving into town.” His features became more animated. He acted like he was a kid at Christmas. 
 
   “They already heard that Whispering Falls is going to make it official at the next council meeting?” I looked over at Eloise and Izzy.
 
   “It doesn’t take long for a spiritualist to listen to the winds.” Izzy smiled.
 
   I pulled Eloise aside. I was still having a hard time and questioning my entire existence. “Was my dad a medium?” My eyes darted between her eyes searching for an answer.
 
   The shadowy figure could have been Jordan watching me all this time, or it could be a spirit.
 
   “Darla and I never made it that far.” Eloise took both my hands. “She asked me about it hours before he was found dead. Why?”
 
   “She wrote something about it in the journal.” I wasn’t going to tell her that I had seen a shadow or two. There was no need to jump to any conclusions. I had plenty of time to explore my village. Today was for celebrating.
 
   “So, do you love us or what?” Bella smiled and hugged me. “You realize you own the cottage you are living in.”
 
   “Patience kind of let the cat out of the bag.” Even though I didn’t remember it from my childhood, the cottage did feel like home.
 
   “Darla always knew you’d find out, but we had hoped she would’ve shared the experience with you.” Bella wiped a tear from her eye. “Welcome home.”
 
   We embraced. 
 
   There was a lot to learn about Whispering Falls. There was a lot to learn about being a spiritualist. And I had the rest of my life to do it.
 
   I opened my bag and took out Darla’s journal and rubbed my hands across the beat up leather cover. I took a good long look around The Gathering Grove. My first few days in Whispering Falls had been rocky, at best, but each one of these people held a special bond. They were a part of me. They were a part of my past. And I was embracing who I really was.
 
   I held the journal close to my heart. My instincts told me there was a lot in there to learn, and I couldn’t wait to savor every word. 
 
   Quietly, Mr. Prince Charming and I headed to our cottage. Once we reached our front door, we turned around and looked over Whispering Falls. 
 
   Mewl, mewl. His long white tail danced in the air.
 
   I looked down at the ornery cat. He dropped something out of his mouth. I bent down to pick it up. He did figure eights around my ankles. 
 
   I held the small charm in the palm of my hand. “Mr. Prince Charming, what does this mean?” I dangled the metal, in the shape of a hand, in the air to get a good look. 
 
   I made a mental note to visit Bella in the morning to return it. I was too tired to even think about opening the shop. Besides, it was my shop now and I needed to have the sign redone for the grand opening of A Charming Cure.
 
   After all, there was going to be a big line of customers and I had to be ready for them. At least that was what my intuition told me.
 
   The End
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   Chapter One
 
    
 
   Kasey Phillips snapped off three more pictures of the country singer straddling seven hundred pounds of sleek American-made motorcycle. Cody Tuggle looked more rugged than the Virginia Blue Ridge Mountains that swelled in the background. 
 
   At her command, Tuggle leaned forward across the wide chrome handlebars. Even with the bandanna tied around his head like a do-rag, a look she’d never found appealing, there was no denying this guy was sizzling hot and all man.
 
   Kasey’s eyes narrowed as she leaned to get a unique angle. The estate was the perfect setting for this magazine shoot. It belonged to Cody’s agent, Arty Max. From the looks of the place, Tuggle’s fame had paid off big for everyone. 
 
   Band members and roadies lined the perimeter, but she stayed focused on her subject. Curious onlookers were one of the biggest obstacles at an outdoor shoot, but it was easy to tune them out when the subject was someone with such star quality. 
 
   Working with the light and shadows, she repositioned to find the right interplay to intensify the image. The camera clicked at a fast clip, and then not at all, as she considered the next best opportunity. 
 
   Click. Click. Click-click-click.
 
   “I thought this was supposed to be hard work,” Cody said, pulling her out of her zone. “Those bikini models are always complaining about it on TV.” Laughter laced his voice. “Y’know, that fanny duster job, dusting the sand off those cuties’ hind ends. Now that looks like a right sweet gig. Got any connections?” 
 
   Kasey lowered her camera. “You mean, in case the singing thing doesn’t work out for you?” She gave him a scolding look. As the mom of a three-year old, she’d pretty much perfected it. “If you keep talking I’ll catch you with your mouth wide open, and you’ll look dopey. Shhhsh.”
 
   “That must be why I always look drunk in those tabloids.” Cody flashed a devilish smile. “Anybody ever tell you, you’re kinda bossy?” 
 
   “I got both of those shots,” she warned. “Those weekly gossip rags pay big bucks for celeb uglies. The uglier they are, the more they pay. They’d pay top dollar for those last two pictures.”
 
   “You wouldn’t.”
 
   “You’re right.” She raised her hand in front of her like a traffic cop. “Stay still. Yeah. Right there.” A perfect shot. The candy-apple red Harley was only feet away from the black fence that surrounded the estate. Light swept through a stand of birch trees in the distance, their thin white-barked trunks made the colors appear more vibrant and crisp. The forest displayed a myriad of green shades now. Those leaves would boast orange, yellow, reds and purples in the fall as the chlorophyll faded and autumn arrived—an awesome display to capture on film.
 
   Cody spoke to someone just behind her. 
 
   She shot him the look. 
 
   “What? It’s hard to sit still this long and not say a word.” Cody rewarded her with a natural smile. She took advantage of it, snapping the image. 
 
   Kasey enjoyed the gentle sparring. “What’s the problem? You got ants in your pants? You said this modeling stuff was so easy, but all I’ve heard for the past thirty minutes is a bunch of girly complaining.”
 
   “Hey now, be nice. Girly? Me? You’re gonna hurt my feelin’s.” 
 
   The roadies and band members nudged one another. 
 
   “Somehow I doubt that.” Kasey watched the star’s smile fade into an exaggerated pout. He might be used to women falling at his feet, but she wasn’t one of his groupies. “Did I bruise your frail ego?” What a ham. “Maybe it’s that silly rag on your head makin’ you all girly.” 
 
   She couldn’t help herself. The man in front of her was huge, at least six foot four, with shoulders so broad the wide-set handlebars on the motorcycle didn’t look nearly as impressive. This guy could wear a pink tutu and look masculine.
 
   The band members and roadies seemed to enjoy the banter, but she wasn’t sure whom they were rooting for—Cody or her.
 
   Cody sat up straight on the bike, his smile gone. He pulled the bandanna off and ran his fingers through his flattened mass of blonde hair. 
 
   She took in a quick breath. Maybe that last comment had crossed a line. She knew the do-rag was symbolic to the band, but then if her jab got him to quit mugging around, it would be worth it. She’d get the best shots of the day.
 
   His hair bounced back into its usual tangle of waves, softening his chiseled look. He stuffed the slip of fabric into his back pocket with a half grin, maybe just short of a smirk.
 
   Kasey clicked like mad. “Now we’re talking.” 
 
   Cody tugged open the snaps of his western shirt.
 
   She switched cameras and gave him a nod of encouragement. Tuggle’s PR guys had left last night. She called the shots now. Just the way she liked it. This was all Cody. 
 
   His tan accentuated his chest. Flawless. He didn’t have a soft, white-collar body. This was the body of a guy who enjoyed getting physical.
 
   “Looking right manly now, Mr. Tuggle.” Her heart and soul belonged to Nick, but staring at Cody Tuggle for hours at a time was no punishment.
 
   “Mr. Tuggle? Why is it the less I’m wearin’ the more business you get?” He stepped off the motorcycle in one easy movement and took a step in her direction.
 
   “Quit it, you big flirt.” She took another picture. “I’m married.” She wiggled her ring finger in his direction.
 
   Kasey glanced at her watch. It was almost nine. “Let’s take five.” She walked to a table nearby, pulled her phone from her hip and dialed home. Every day on the road, at nine o’clock sharp each morning, there was nothing more important than checking in with Nick and Jake. She loved her work, but they were the light of each day, and three days in a row of not being with them was torture.
 
   With her back to Cody and the others, she talked to Nick. He caught her up on their plan for the day. She checked her watch again, then forced herself to wrap up the call. “Love, love, love you boys.”
 
   “I love you ten and five, Mom.” Jake’s tiny voice made her heart bubble. Ten and five was the biggest number in the world to him.
 
   “Love you, babe. See you at the other end of the day,” Nick said and hung up.
 
   A familiar surge of happiness consumed her. She couldn’t wait to be home with them. She and Nick had wed just a few months after they’d met. It was a marriage made in heaven, and Jake was the icing on the wedding cake. That little angel was the best thing she’d ever done in her life.
 
   She snapped her phone shut and headed back to the shoot. “Let’s go, guys.” 
 
   Tuggle turned his attention back to her. “Call home to check in with Mr. Phillips?”
 
   “Not exactly. Phillips is my maiden name.” She switched to her digital camera for the final run. “But yes. I was checking in at home.”
 
   “That dude’s one lucky guy.”
 
   “Two, actually.”
 
   Cody leaned forward and lowered his voice. “Two? I bet number one doesn’t think much of that.”
 
   “Funny.” She wrinkled her nose. “Husband and son.” 
 
   “You had me worried there for a minute.”
 
   She lowered the camera. “Nick and Jake. Jake’s three, and the most adorable child. Not that I’m biased.”
 
   “Got his momma’s good looks, did he?” Cody smiled a perfect smile, the kind he wasn’t good at performing on demand. “You know I’m just playing around, right?”
 
   Kasey captured one last shot, ignoring the remark. “You’re done.” She lifted the camera strap over her head and wiped her palms on her jeans. “I’ve got what I need.”
 
   “I was just getting into it.” He struck an Egyptian pose. Everyone howled and cheered.
 
   “You’re too much.” She tucked the cameras into her case. “Give me a couple of hours and I’ll let you and Arty take a look.”
 
   “Great. We’ll be down at my guesthouse.”
 
   Over the past two days, she’d walked every path that wound through the estate. There were eight guesthouses in all. Each one named after a different star Arty Max represented. Over the years, he’d done quite well spotting raw talent and nurturing it to the ultimate reward. 
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   Kasey made short work of processing the morning shots. She’d driven her RV to this shoot. It was the best investment she’d ever made. Not only could she develop film the old-fashioned way when it was called for, but she had a computer system to edit and crop the digital shots on site, and high-quality print capabilities.
 
   She gathered the proofs and went to meet with Cody and Arty. On her way, perfect orange and yellow rose blossoms caught her eye. Roses always made her think of her wedding day. One of her best memories ever, second only to the day she’d had Jake.
 
   A light breeze pushed her hair across her shoulders. She lifted her chin to enjoy the warm sun on her face. The low eighties here in the mountains was a relief compared to the blazing heat at home on the Virginia coast in August.
 
   Cody and Arty sat at a wrought iron table on the front porch of the guesthouse. Arty’s wiry arms moved in wide, exaggerated movements. Cody sat back in his chair, twisting a cloth napkin between thick fingers, looking a little bored. 
 
   Kasey flipped the folder against her thigh as she walked within earshot. “Am I interrupting?” 
 
   Arty stopped mid-sentence. 
 
   Kasey’s glance connected with Cody’s just long enough to make her breathing stutter.
 
   Cody jumped up and pulled a chair out for her. “Naw. Join us.”
 
   Kasey sat, hooking her feet around the legs of the chair, and placed the proofs on the table. “The extra morning shoot produced the best pictures.”
 
   Cody flipped through them. “Damn, you make me look pretty good.”
 
   “It was a really tough job.” Kasey tried to look serious. 
 
   Arty made approving sounds as he looked through the pictures. When he finished, he tapped the folder on the table and leaned toward her. “These are incredible. No one has ever caught Cody on film like this.”
 
   “I’m glad you’re pleased, Mr. Max. I enjoyed it.” Kasey extended her hand and stood to her full height of five foot three. Standing, she was barely taller than Cody, and he was still sitting. “I’m heading home. I promised my boys I’d be there this afternoon.”
 
   “Wait.” Arty bounced to his feet. “You have to shoot Cody’s tour. I’ve been after him for two years to do a tour picture book.”
 
   Cody turned from Arty to face Kasey. “It’s true. He’s relentless.”
 
   “It would sell millions.” Arty shook a proof under Cody’s nose. “Pictures like these could bring your tour to life in a book. You have to agree.”
 
   Cody looked at the proof for a moment. “Yeah. You know, you might be on to something there, man.” He looked to Kasey and lowered his voice. “Help me out here, girl. Get him off my case. If you can do that, I’ll owe you big.” He pretended to beg.
 
   “You’re too funny.” Kasey waved and turned to leave. “Thanks again.”
 
   Cody’s chair screeched. “No, seriously. Wait. We want you.” He stepped off the veranda to the walkway. “Come out on the road with us. I never liked the idea of some stranger hanging out with us, but you fit right in.”
 
   She froze, then turned back to face them. “You’re serious?” The two of them looked like bobble-head dolls the way they nodded in unison. 
 
   This could be big. Huge. It could also mean fewer jobs on the road next year so she could spend more time with Jake and Nick. And it would keep her name out there, which was getting harder now that she’d cut back on the number of shoots she accepted. It was a tricky trade-off.
 
   Her heart skipped a beat, but she managed to keep it in perspective. “No. I can’t. I’m married and have a young son at home. I’m very selective about what I do these days. I’d be happy to refer someone.”
 
   “Naw, that wouldn’t work.” Cody shook his head.
 
   Arty slumped and ran his hand through his hair.
 
   “Tell ya what.” Cody took a card from his wallet. “Call me if you change your mind. The tour doesn’t gear up for a few weeks. You wouldn’t have to be gone long. We’ll email you the schedule. You can even pick the city dates you want to shoot.” 
 
   “Cody, there are a hundred photographers who could do this gig.” She laughed. “And a million single women who’d kill for it.”
 
   “This isn’t a come-on, if that’s what you think. I’m not the horn-dog the gossip rags make me out to be.”
 
   She knew better than to believe everything in the tabloids, but it was hard not to believe some of it. Eyeing him cautiously, she said, “I don’t like to be away from Nick and Jake for that long. This kind of commitment takes time.”
 
   “Bring them with you. I’ll cover their expenses, too.” He looked flustered. “I’m serious. I respect you. I’m comfortable with you, so are the guys, and you’re hell with a camera. I’ll do that project with you, but no one else.” 
 
   She took the card and rubbed her thumb across the raised letters. Four years ago she would’ve packed up and hit the road, but her life was different now. 
 
   “Thank you. I’ll think about it, but changing my mind would be a first, because I never do.” She waved as she left.
 
   “Never say never,” he called after her.
 
   Kasey knew her best friend, Riley, would be giving her the same speech right about now if she’d been there. 
 
   Never say never, and never tempt fate. [bookmark: _Toc256242952]
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Two
 
    
 
   Usually the ride home seemed longer than the ride to a location shoot, but today, as Kasey sang to the radio, the time passed as fast as the trees in her rear view mirror. It was hard to keep from speeding when she was anxious to get home. She eased up on the accelerator, coasting back to the speed limit.
 
   Her mind drifted back to the idea of photographing Cody Tuggle’s tour. The exposure would be good. Experience told her that she could probably get all the shots she needed in a few dates in key cities if she planned it right. She and Nick had talked about taking Jake to Sea World this year. Maybe we could turn this opportunity into a work vacation combo. It was worthy of a discussion. 
 
   “Making memories.” Just saying Nick’s favorite words made her smile, and she loved making them with him. 
 
   On autopilot, she turned down the lane that led home. The road to the Rocking R Farm ran parallel to their property. With road frontage of over a mile, she couldn’t see their farmhouse until she got past the second curve. 
 
   Nick’s truck wasn’t there. Disappointment swept over her as she pulled into the driveway.
 
   She grabbed her bags and headed for the house. On a bright note, maybe she had time to whip up a quick surprise for them now. It wouldn’t take but a minute to throw some of those pre-formed chocolate chip cookies on a tray and get them in the oven. Even she could pull off that level of baking. 
 
   Dutch, their black lab, greeted her with a yawn but didn’t bother to get up from the living room rug. She dropped her bags right in the middle of the hall and tossed her purse on the couch. She dashed to the kitchen to get started on the treats, patting Dutch on the head as she zipped by. 
 
   Just as she slid the cookie sheet into the oven, she heard a vehicle pull into the driveway. 
 
   “Perfect timing.” She set the timer to reduce the chance she’d ruin the cookies. Not that it was any guarantee. She’d burned so many meals Jake thought the smoke alarm was the dinner bell. He and Nick never let her live that down, but it hadn’t improved her cooking any.
 
   Dutch barked. 
 
   “C’mon boy. I’m excited, too.” She hurdled the suitcase she’d left in the middle of the foyer and opened the door.
 
   “Oh!” Kasey halted, nose to nose with a stranger in her doorway. “Excuse me.” She took a step back.
 
   A man in a suit stared at her with his hand still in the air, mid-knock. “Mrs. Rolly?”
 
   “Kasey Phillips, but yes, I’m Mrs. Rolly.” She looked over the man’s shoulder. Only a blue sedan. No sign of Nick’s truck. “I was expecting.... Never mind. Can I help you?” 
 
   Dutch pushed his nose between the door and the jamb, imposing himself between the stranger and Kasey.
 
   “I’m Officer Thomas with the Virginia Beach Police Department.” The man handed her his business card, then flashed a police badge. “May I come in?”
 
   “It’s okay, boy. Dutch, go lie down.” Kasey read the card. “Of course. What can I do for you?” She glanced at the card again. “Officer Thomas.” She motioned him into the living room.
 
   He stepped inside, but remained standing.
 
   Kasey gripped the arm of the chair and lowered herself into it. “Is something wrong?” 
 
   “Are you the wife of Nicholas Rolly?”
 
   Anxiety bit at Kasey’s nerves. She couldn’t even nod. “Yes,” she answered, but it sounded more like a question.
 
   “I’m sorry, ma’am.” He paused, his eyes avoiding hers. “There’s been an accident.”
 
   “An accident?” She leaned forward. Icy fear prickled her skin. This only happens in the movies.
 
   “Yes ma’am.” Officer Thomas shifted his weight from one leg to the other. “At about 11:15 this morning we received an accident report of a truck going off the road into the river, and a separate report of gunshots on Route 58. We aren’t certain if the two are connected.”
 
   The words replayed in her mind. Slowly, like translating a foreign language, then a wave of concern consumed her.
 
   “I’m sorry to deliver this news.” 
 
   Kasey grabbed the arm of the chair. The room swirled around her. “He’s going to be okay, right?” 
 
   “I’m sorry, Mrs. Rolly. Your husband didn’t survive the crash.”
 
   “No. It can’t...Nick?” Her heart pounded too fast, and her brain buffered everything around her.
 
   “His body is at Southeastern Virginia Medical Center. Investigations are still underway to determine the cause of the accident.”
 
   She swallowed with difficulty, then found her voice. “What about Jake?”
 
   His brows flickered a little. He looked uncertain as he tapped the keys on an electronic device for information. “There were no other passengers —”
 
   From that point, the officer’s lips moved, but his words didn’t register. “No. My Nick wasn’t alone. You’ve made a mistake.” She raised her hand to quiet him. “Where’s my son? This doesn’t make sense. Where did you say they were?”
 
   “Traveling east on Route 58, not far from I-95 and Emporia. The vehicle, the registration and ID all match.” 
 
   She rubbed her palms against her jeans and let out a long breath.
 
   “My husband was on the Eastern Shore this morning, and he had Jake with him. It can’t be him.” She twisted her wedding rings, letting them glide up and down her finger. “Thank God,” she whispered into folded hands.
 
   His tone was apologetic. “We’re careful with this information.”
 
   “No.” She hugged her arms to her. “It can’t be. Not on Route 58. That’s too far out of the way.” She pushed her shaking hands into her lap and took a deep breath. “I’m telling you there’s been a mistake. Nick’s an excellent driver. He’s very careful. And he’d never leave without Jake. They’re fine.” Kasey moved to the edge of the seat. “I just spoke to him this morning.”
 
   “When did you expect him back?” 
 
   Stress lined the man’s face. She forced herself to look away.
 
   “We just talked at nine this morning. I was on a photo shoot.” She chewed on her bottom lip. “I expected they’d be here when I got home.”
 
   “I’m sorry. I’ll connect you with the officer in charge of the case for details. Meanwhile, I can offer you a ride to identify the body.”
 
   She recoiled. “Identify? No, I’m not going anywhere with you.”
 
   He paused. “Is there someone I can call for you?”
 
   She glared at the officer. “Nick. You can call Nick, because this is a mistake. He’s fine. Do you hear me?” Kasey snapped her head up, meeting the officer eye to eye. She gathered her composure and stood. “I don’t need comforting. They are just fine.” She went to the front window and pushed the curtains to the side. The country lane was empty. “Officer Thomas, I think you should leave.”
 
   “Ma’am?” He called after her as she stepped from the front window toward the hall.
 
   She spun around. “I know you’re doing your job, but this time you’re wrong. Nick wouldn’t have been on Route 58, and he wouldn’t have been alone. I’m telling you there is a mistake. Why aren’t you listening to me?” Kasey grabbed her cell phone from her handbag, punched speed dial to Nick’s cell and waited for him to answer. “I’m calling him.” She redirected her stare at the officer as the first ring sounded on the other end.
 
   Officer Thomas held her gaze. 
 
   The phone rang a third time—no answer.
 
   The room shrank around her. A loud hum filtered the sound from the phone. Her heart beat so hard it constricted her breathing. Nick always answered his cell phone. Even when he was on the tractor he put it on vibrate. There had never been a time she’d dialed his number since the day they’d met that he hadn’t answered.
 
   Pick up.
 
   Ring.
 
   Please, answer.
 
   “Voice mail.” She mouthed the words, and her jaw went slack.
 
   Officer Thomas must have predicted the next move because he was already at her side, to steady her, as her knees gave way. He reached for the phone as she shouted into it.
 
   “Nick. Nick, it’s me. Where are you, honey? Why aren’t you answering? Please?” She knelt or fell. She wasn’t sure which. “Oh. God. No.”
 
   Officer Thomas caught the phone mid-air as it fell from her hand.
 
   “Who can I contact? A family member? A friend?” He released her as she settled back into the chair. He closed the phone and placed it on the table. “I’m sorry, Mrs. Rolly.”
 
   “How can this be happening? Where’s Jake?” Kasey pulled her hands to her chest. She opened and closed her fists, as if to pump her lungs to make herself breathe. “Why is this happening to me?” She glanced at the clock on the wall. It showed 4:11, like 4-1-1 for information. This was information she wished she wasn’t getting. She slumped forward as reality struck, clutching her heart, tears streaming down her cheek.
 
   The buzz of the oven timer broke the silence in the room.
 
   The cookies.
 
   Thankful for a reason to flee the room, Kasey shot straight up in her chair, then to her feet to escape this man and his message.
 
   She punched the buzzer on the oven to silence it. The smell of the warm chocolate chip cookies only made her cry more as she slid the metal baking sheet on top of the stove. She leaned forward on the kitchen counter, breathing in the smell of better memories, hoping to push the terror out of her mind. If she had come home yesterday as originally planned, would this be happening right now?
 
   Kasey edged toward the doorway to the living room praying it would be empty, and that she’d imagined all of it. If Nick and Jake were gone, she prayed God would take her, too. [bookmark: _Toc230772373]She pulled her shirt tight across the front of her, suddenly chilled despite the hot August temperatures.
 
   “Mrs. Rolly, who do you want me to contact?” Officer Thomas opened her cell phone and clicked through the directory. “You have numbers for Grandma Emily, Riley Randals, Dean Zander....”
 
   He didn’t mention Nick, though she knew there were entries for him at home, at the barn and for his cell. Her chest burned. A moan escaped as she choked while trying to gulp air. Tears streamed along her cheeks and settled in her fists. Kasey opened her hands and rubbed her fingers across her eyes.
 
   “Riley.” Her voice strained. “Call Riley.”
 
   Officer Thomas punched keys on the phone and headed to the hallway. Kasey heard him ask for Riley, overheard him explain the situation, and then the phone snapped closed.
 
   “She’s on her way, Mrs. Rolly. I’ll stay with you until she arrives.”
 
   “Thank you. She’s just up the street.” Why was she being polite? Thank you? She wasn’t thankful for him at all. This man had just unraveled her world. She lowered her head to avoid looking at him. She couldn’t bear it. “Jake. Where are you, baby?”
 
   The front door burst open without a knock. Kasey jumped to her feet, wishing for Nick to saunter through the front door with Jake on his hip to set everything right again. The spark of hope vanished.
 
   “Kasey?” Riley raced to Kasey’s side and held her. “I’m here. What happened?”
 
   Kasey’s voice trembled. “I don’t know. I can’t really.... He was shot in a car crash?” She ran her hand across her nose and tear-stained cheeks. “I don’t know. It’s some kind of mistake. You’ve got to help me.” She turned into Riley’s arms.
 
   “Shot in a car crash? Which was it? He was shot, or in a car crash?” Riley asked Kasey, and looked to the officer for help.
 
   “I…I don’t....” She slumped forward, releasing control into Riley’s capable hands.
 
   Riley wrapped her arms around Kasey, and then directed her gaze to the officer. “Thank you for calling me. What exactly happened?”
 
   “When police arrived on the scene, Mr. Rolly’s vehicle was in the river. Witnesses heard a loud series of shots just before the vehicle swerved off the road, making impact with several trees. The truck flipped, then careened into the river below. It was clear the driver....” Officer Thomas took a deep breath. “He didn’t survive. Investigations are under way to determine the chain of events.”
 
   “Shots fired?” Riley pressed her hand over her heart. “And Jake? What about Jake?”
 
   “No one else was in the truck, ma’am.”
 
   Kasey’s tears flowed, but her voice was strong and steady. “We have to find him.” She grabbed for Riley’s arm, her eyes pleading for one shred of hope.
 
   “Jake’s her son. He’s three.” Riley pointed to the picture on the table of Nick and Jake.
 
   “There was no sign of a car seat to suggest a child was in the vehicle at the time of impact. Could he be at a sitter’s, or with a family member?” 
 
   “Oh, my God, my baby. Where is he?” Kasey cried into her fists. “This can’t be happening.”
 
   “We’ll find him.” Riley turned to face the officer. “Nick never leaves Jake behind.”
 
   “I’ll call it in to the investigating team right now.” He turned his back and made a call.
 
   The room fell silent except for the sound of the policeman talking to the investigating unit.
 
   The loss hung heavy.
 
   Officer Thomas approached them. “They have the information. They’re stepping up a search for your son.”
 
   “My husband is an investigator,” Riley explained. “You might know him. Perry Von? Who can he call to get all the details?” 
 
   The officer took a business card from his chest pocket and scribbled some information on the back. “I’ll be happy to assist in any way. We’re going to need someone to identify the body.” He extended the card to Riley. “This is the name of the lead officer. I’m really sorry for your loss.”
 
   “Me too.” Riley’s voice quivered. “Me too.” She licked her dry lips. “My husband will identify the body for her.” Riley turned to the officer. “I heard something on the news about some shots on that stretch of road a few weeks back.”
 
   He nodded and said, “An older couple from here in Virginia Beach. They were shaken up, but no injuries.”
 
   “That’s the one. Was this in that same area? Do you think there’s a connection?” asked Riley.
 
   “It’s early in the investigation. I’d hate to speculate.”
 
   “I understand. I guess living with an investigator rubs off on you.” Riley flipped the card in her hands.
 
   She showed the officer to the door.
 
   Kasey rocked, hands to chest, eyes closed—praying.
 
   Her words came out just above a whisper. “Please, please, Lord, don’t do this. I need Nick.” Her breath caught, choked by the tears. “Where’s my Jake?” She swept the tears away with trembling fingers.
 
   Riley knelt beside her. “I’m calling your grandmother. I bet Nick left Jake with her.” She stroked Kasey’s back. “Breathe, honey. I’m right here,” she said as she dialed. On the fifth ring, the old woman picked up the phone. “Hi, Grandma Emily. It’s me, Riley. I expected Jeremy to answer.”
 
   “He’s got the day off. Again,” Grandma Emily complained. “Good to hear from you. When are you coming to visit? It’s been too long, dear.”
 
   “I know. I need to get over there. It’s overdue, I know. By the way, is Jake spending the day with you? I have something for him.”
 
   “No? Why would you think that?”
 
   “Oh, you know me. I must’ve gotten the dates confused. Sorry to bother you,” Riley said as she disconnected the call and rushed back to Kasey’s side. “Where else could Jake be? He’s not with your grandmother. I didn’t tell her about Nick. I figured that could wait.”
 
   Kasey shook her head and stared off. “I don’t know. Nick never leaves Jake behind. You know that.”
 
   “I know, but he has to be somewhere.”
 
   “Jake was with Nick when I talked to them at nine. Nick would never lie to me. He wouldn’t. There is no other explanation.”
 
   “But there was no car seat.” Riley moved in closer to Kasey. “You know how cautious Nick is. He’d never have Jake in the truck without the car seat.”
 
   “Maybe it came loose. I don’t know, but what I do know is that Jake needs me. I can’t explain it, but I can feel it. We’ve got to get out there.”
 
   “Do you think that’s a good idea? Detectives are working the scene. I’ll have Von get in the loop and make sure they’re doing everything possible to find Jake in case he’s out there.”
 
   Kasey drew on inner strength. “I need to be there. I have an eye for detail. I might see something they didn’t. I have to find Jake.” She ran her sleeve across her face to dry her eyes, then grabbed the keys out of her purse.
 
   “What are you doing?”
 
   “I’m not going to just sit here.” Kasey stood, her chin held high. “I’m going to find my son.”
 
   Riley got her phone out of her purse. “You’re in no shape to drive. Neither am I. I’m calling Von. He’ll take us.”
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   Perry Von jumped in his truck and headed to Nick and Kasey’s house, less than a mile away. Riley had given him the information she had, and he’d called the lead officer on the case as he drove. They didn’t have much more to share at this point.
 
   The news echoed in his thoughts. He and Nick had been childhood friends. Losing him was like losing a brother, and it tore at his gut. He knew what Kasey was getting ready to face. Deidre’s murder was ten years in the past, and his life had moved on, but the blow of that loss still held power. His focus needed to be on Kasey.
 
   Before he could remove the key from the ignition, Riley and Kasey took the porch steps two at a time toward him. Riley jumped in the front seat and leaned in to give him a kiss as Kasey climbed into the back.
 
   “Kasey. I can’t believe it. I’m so sorry.” He reached over the seat and gave her hand a squeeze.
 
   “Me, either.” Kasey slapped the back of his seat. “Don’t worry about me. Just drive. Quick. Jake needs us. This can’t be happening.” She secured her seatbelt. “Hurry!”
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Three
 
    
 
   They rode in silence to the scene of the accident nearly eighty miles away. With just ten miles to go, traffic came to a complete stop on Route 58. 
 
   Kasey clutched the seatbelt in anticipation. “Can we walk?”
 
   “I’ll get off here and take the side road,” Von said as he whipped the SUV onto the grass to get to the next exit. He sped down the single lane road and then got back on the interstate closer to their destination, then drove on the shoulder the rest of the way to the scene. He parked his red Yukon behind the row of police and rescue vehicles.
 
   Blue lights bounced across the lanes, bright against the dimming day. Flares kept the small trickle of traffic from the local roads off to the far lane. Officers waved on the rubberneckers in an attempt to keep the traffic moving past the yellow tape that marked off the section of road before the overpass that spanned the Nottoway River.
 
   Kasey jumped from the backseat and ran for the railing with her camera in hand. A police officer caught her by the arm. Her body swung past him, then recoiled like a bungee. She tugged hard, trying to free herself from his grip. Von ran up behind her. He wrapped his arms around her to calm her.
 
   Von said to the officer, “She’s the victim’s wife.”
 
   The officer took a step back. “I’m sorry. I can’t let you get any closer than this for now. You’ll have to stay behind the marked area, and I’ll need some identification.” He waved to another officer, who hustled over to his side carrying a clipboard. 
 
   Von gave the man their identification.
 
   Kasey stepped toward the whipping tape. She clutched her hands near her heart and peered over the guardrail. The water rushed and sloshed against the truck in the middle of the rocky bed.
 
   Her heart seized when she caught sight of the one-of-a-kind farm sticker on the back window. It was definitely Nick’s truck.
 
   She lifted her camera and clicked off several pictures. Through the camera’s lens, she’d see things later that she couldn’t absorb now. She snapped another picture then let the camera swing from the strap around her neck. Is this camera all I have left? Nick, Jake, what more could I lose? This can’t be happening. It wouldn’t be fair.
 
   Von reached for her hand and gave it a squeeze.
 
   She noticed something dipping in and out of the water near the truck. She lifted her camera to snap a picture, then turned back into Von’s arms, pointing to Nick’s ball cap bobbing in the water.
 
   Riley ran to them and wrapped her arms around Kasey, too.
 
   The truck was in bad shape. It was little wonder anyone could have survived that crash. The big truck sat twisted, cocked to one side, half-covered by the rushing current. Several trees were injured witnesses. Oaks and pines, with fresh wounds that shredded their bark, recorded the path the truck had taken off the road and into the water.
 
   The smell of fresh pine burned Kasey’s nose. She dropped to her knees and snapped more pictures. The lights of the emergency vehicles bounced around the terrain.
 
   It looked like Officer Thomas’s call had expanded the team to find Jake. Kasey leveled her camera on two divers as they marked off a grid in the water. A land and water grid search ensued to find her son. Men and women, some in uniforms, others in jeans, combed the edges of the waterway. Please find him on land. In the water, that would be...no, that can’t be an option.
 
   Officers and volunteer firefighters fanned out into the woods.
 
   Had the car seat been thrown from the truck? Swept away by the current? Did Jake crawl to safety? He could. He’s a tough little boy.
 
   So many questions. So much to process. So much going on.
 
   She clung to her camera, not sure what to pray for first.
 
   Kasey watched as almost fifty volunteers gave up their Saturday night to search for Jake, walking, step-by-step in unison, through the thick swampy underbrush and vines.
 
   Please let him be safe.
 
   Men erected huge generator-run work lights to enable the team to continue the investigation in the dark, if needed. A tropical storm was supposed to push through on Monday. With Saturday nearly gone, they were running out of time and time was precious in these first few hours.
 
   They wouldn’t let Kasey into the woods. It was numbing to stand by. Helpless. Clinging to the camera brought comfort, but she only took a few pictures. She lowered herself to the curb praying for news—whispering promises to God, and anyone else who might matter, that she’d do anything in exchange for Jake’s safe return. Nick was gone. She couldn’t process that now. Not with Jake missing.
 
   Please don’t take Jake, too.
 
   Voices rose and people gathered near the bright yellow tape at the tree line.
 
   Kasey grabbed Riley’s arm. “Please let it be good news.”
 
   Von sprinted toward the commotion.
 
   Kasey and Riley clung to one another in hope.
 
   Von joined the small group of men.
 
   The minutes ticked by as they waited.
 
   Kasey and Riley jumped to their feet when they saw Von heading in their direction.
 
   “Anything?” Kasey pleaded.
 
   “It’s all hands on deck. Even the neighboring counties have sent in their best to help,” Von said, trying to reassure her. “They found shell casings. They could be connected to the accident. There were also marks in the mud on the bank but it’s hard to know what made them.” He grabbed for his hat as a gust of wind lifted the bill. “The wind is picking up.” He tugged it lower on his head.
 
   Kasey spun away.
 
   Von put his hand on her shoulder. “It takes time, and with the storm coming, they don’t have much of it. They’re collecting everything in the grid to insure no evidence is overlooked.”
 
   “Jake!” Kasey screamed into the woods. “It’s okay. Where are you?” Her whole body trembled as she choked on the words.
 
   Von stepped behind her. “It’s getting late. Let’s get you home. They’ll call us if something turns up.”
 
   “I’m not leaving.” Kasey folded her arms across her chest. “He’s out there. He needs me.”
 
   Von and Riley exchanged a glance. Von moved closer to Kasey. “Things are going to go even slower as it gets darker. You need your rest to keep up your strength.”
 
   “Jake!” She shouted over the rail. “Jake, where are you? It’s Mommy.” Tears blinded her and choked her voice. “Jake. I’m here.” The plea carried across the riverbank.
 
   Men paused and heads turned in her direction.
 
   Riley wrapped her arms around Kasey. “Come on, honey.”
 
   “I can’t leave him.” Her voice faded to a hushed stillness.
 
   “We’ll come back first thing in the morning.”
 
   Von guided Kasey and Riley to the truck. “Once they finish collecting the evidence you’ll be able to get closer. They’ve put an Amber alert out, too. He’ll turn up.”
 
   Kasey followed blindly a few steps, and then stopped. “No. I can’t. You go. I’ll be fine.”
 
   Von stepped closer. “Kasey, it would help if we knew what Jake’s wearing. If I take you home, do you think you can sort through his clothes and figure it out?”
 
   She nodded.
 
   “And a picture. They’d like to put a report in the paper and on the news to see if anyone has seen him.”
 
   “He’s alive. I know he is,” she said again.
 
   Riley held Kasey’s hands. “This could help us find him faster.”
 
   Kasey tucked her hair behind her ear as she looked back over her shoulder. Von and Riley led her to the Yukon to head back home.
 
   “Don’t be afraid, baby,” Kasey whispered into the dark as they drove away.
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   [bookmark: _Toc256242954]Kasey froze in the doorway to Jake’s bedroom. The familiar smell of his favorite fruit loop cereal overwhelmed her. The room was in disarray from the random attention that only a three-year-old could give to so many interests. On the floor, trucks and tractors corralled a herd of plastic horses and longhorn cattle alongside blocks and a superhero.
 
   Jake’s Spiderman shirt was on top of the dresser. She reached for it and held the worn cotton to her cheek. Nick probably had to scrape it off him to get him into something clean for their road trip this morning. The short-sleeve camouflage t-shirt, his second favorite, wasn’t there. She sat in the middle of the toys with the Spiderman shirt in her lap. This was the world at Jake’s level. It had to be so scary in the dark, in the woods. Her heart ached. She closed her eyes tight, hoping that when she opened them she’d see Jake sitting amongst the chaos with his tiny fingers curled around one of the action figures.
 
   She dragged herself to her feet and walked back into the harsh reality with Jake’s shirt clutched to her chest. The late night show echoed in the room around her. The shutters slammed against the house as Von secured the old home for the storm. 
 
   “The wind is really kicking up out there,” Von said as he stepped back inside and pushed the front door closed behind him. 
 
   Kasey told Von what she thought Jake was wearing and gave him a picture they could use. He gave her a hug for reassurance, kissed Riley goodbye, then left to take the information and picture back to the police and identify the body.
 
   Riley walked Von to the door. “Are you going to be okay.”
 
   He pulled her close and whispered into her hair. “It’s Nick’s truck. It’s just protocol, but I couldn’t let Kasey go through that. It’ll be bad enough for me. He was like my brother.”
 
   “I know. I love you, Von. Thanks for being here through all of this,” Riley said.
 
   He hugged her close. “I’ll call after I check in up there.”
 
   “Be careful with the storm.”
 
   “I will. I’ll stay up there if I have to. I know you girls will be safe here together.” He squeezed her hand and left.
 
   Riley waved one last time from the door as Von pulled away.
 
   Kasey curled up on the couch next to Riley and cried into the sweet smell of Jake’s shirt.
 
   Riley held Kasey’s hand. “We’ll get through this. Somehow.”
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   A stiff-haired news anchor leaned into the camera to make his point about how serious the weather had become. School closings crawled across the screen in preparation for the dangerous storm.
 
   Graphics from prior storms popped in time to the ominous music in the background. A swirling icon exploded across the television screen.
 
   “The National Hurricane Center has upgraded Tropical Storm Ernesto to a hurricane. This storm is slogging north along the I-95 corridor dropping inches of rain in its wake. Flooding is the biggest concern. Meteorologist Wendy Raines will have an update after the next commercial break. Stay with us for up-to-the-minute coverage.”
 
   These newsy folks loved a good storm.
 
   The storm headlined all three local channels along with the Rolly accident. Kasey hated that the weather might shift attention away from finding her son.
 
   She sat forward and turned up the volume as Jake’s picture filled the right side of the screen. That was fast. The local newscasters recounted the accident. A list describing Jake, right down to the camouflage t-shirt and his trigger thumb on his left hand, preceded requests for information that might give them a lead. Jake’s wide smile and laughing blue eyes broke her heart again.
 
   Kasey flipped from channel to channel, reliving the moment when that officer had shown up and given her the news for what seemed like the hundredth time. She wanted to be at the accident site—to at least do something besides wait.
 
   I have the right to be there, don’t I? It’s my family—my tragedy, for God’s sake. 
 
   An Amber alert had been broadcast, and she’d been ordered to sit tight until the FBI arrived in the morning.
 
    
 
    
 
   Overnight Ernesto picked up significant wind speed. A dangerous category three, sustained winds were expected to increase with gusts over 130 miles per hour by later in the day.
 
   Kasey watched the investigation unfold on the television between storm warnings. Von had gone back to the crash site. He called to give Kasey and Riley updates every couple of hours through the night—but minutes slinked by. They hadn’t heard anything in a while. 
 
   Ernesto was relentless in his path of destruction. Once the full brunt of the storm hit, there’d be no way anyone could search for Jake. Precious evidence would wash away under Ernesto’s powerful force.
 
   Kasey drifted in and out of a restless sleep, arousing to the familiar sound of her son’s name. She’d slept but hadn’t rested. She sat up to listen again to what she’d already memorized. No changes, but then she expected that. Loneliness consumed her. How can I face this without Nick by my side?
 
   Riley came from the kitchen with juice. “Here girl. You need to keep your strength up.”
 
   Kasey took a sip from the glass and placed it on the table. “I hoped I’d wake up to find this was all a bad dream. Nothing new?”
 
   “Afraid not. The Child Abduction Rapid Deployment team will be here soon.”
 
   “I know.” Kasey dropped her head into her hands. then pushed herself to her feet. She forced herself to get up and go out to the front porch. She sat on the steps. The rain pounded on the metal roof. A toy car lay abandoned nearby. Kasey picked it up and pushed it back and forth. The wooden deck was scarred from the many hours Jake had raced his cars along these planks.
 
   Two dark nondescript sedans filed into the driveway. She squeezed the tiny car into her palm. Her nails pinched into her skin as she pushed against the handrail to stand.
 
   Riley burst through the screen door and stood behind Kasey, one arm wrapped around her friend’s shoulders.
 
   “Please, Lord, give me the strength.” Kasey grabbed Riley’s hand. “This is too much.”
 
   “It’s okay. They’ll help us. That’s why they’re here.”
 
   The southeast region specialists from the Child Abduction Rapid Deployment team, better known as CARD, blew in with as much gusto as Ernesto. They gathered their information with an eagerness that left Kasey dazed and exhausted. The questions from the team were so in-depth that she began to doubt her ability to answer the easiest of them about her own family. Now the big guns were involved. Their special workforce had been successful in a high percentage of cases similar to this. 
 
   Riley escorted the last of the federal agents out the door less than an hour after they’d arrived. 
 
   “Lord.” Riley leaned back against the closed door. “That’s way more difficult than they make it look on television.”
 
   “You’re telling me.” Kasey tucked her feet underneath her on the couch.
 
   The phone rang again, and it felt like each ring sucked a little more life out of her. 
 
   “I’ve got it. Don’t move.” Riley ran to the kitchen to answer the phone. She’d been fielding calls all morning. There were twice as many from concerned friends and media than updates from Von and the police.
 
   Kasey sprawled out on the couch and pulled a pillow over her head. Thank goodness Riley was there to field the calls. Kasey couldn’t bear to give any more reality to this situation. If she kept it to herself, maybe it would all go away and Nick and Jake would be back. 
 
   Dutch pushed the pillow off her face, nudged his wet nose into the crook of her neck, then licked away her tears.
 
   “Kasey!” Riley lunged into the room with the phone in her hand. “It’s Von. They’ve found the car seat.”
 
   Kasey jumped to her feet and ran to Riley’s side. “Jake? Did they find him?” She wrapped her hands around Riley’s arm and tipped her head toward the phone, struggling to hear the conversation. 
 
   Riley took down the details then hung up the phone. “They recovered a car seat downstream. It’s Jake’s. That State Fair belt buckle of Nick’s is still hanging from the bracket.”
 
   “He has to be nearby. Come on. We’ve got to be there when they find him.”
 
   “Not so fast. They don’t know anything more yet. Von will keep us posted.” Riley led Kasey back to the couch and sat down next to her. “The best thing we can do right now is remain calm and let them do their jobs.”
 
   Kasey buried her trembling fingers in her hair. Her heart ached for Nick and worried for Jake. “I’ll never make it through this.”
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Four
 
    
 
   Sheriff Scott Calvin took the information from the lead officer at the accident site and ran to his car. He’d worked in this county before he became Sheriff of nearby Adams Grove, so when he’d heard about the accident he’d wasted no time volunteering to help. 
 
   The tip was from Penny’s Candy and Soda Shoppe. The popular stop for folks traveling this stretch of highway was located just down the road from the scene of the accident.
 
   Bells tinkled when he opened the door. He crossed the shiny black-and-white tiled floor and slid onto the stool at the end of the counter. 
 
   Penny smiled when she saw him. “Hey, stranger.” She grabbed a glass and filled it with root beer. “On the house.”
 
   “You remembered.” He raised the glass and took an exaggerated sip. 
 
   “Of course. How’ve you been? You haven’t been down here in a while.”
 
   “I’m here about the accident,” he said.
 
   Penny leaned on the counter. “Heartbreaking,” she said shaking her head. “I still can’t believe it. They were in here, just before....” She pressed her lips together, and closed her eyes for a moment. “That poor woman.”
 
   “I know. They told me you have the security tape.” He scrubbed the back of his neck. “If it proves that boy was with his dad, it’s like he’s vanished. There’s not a sign of him out there yet.”
 
   Penny reached under the counter. “I remember the truck. Handsome guy. Cute little boy. I wouldn’t forget them. Here it is.” She handed Scott the tape. “If there’s anything else I can do, let me know. Posters, whatever.”
 
   He took another sip of his soda, then picked up the tape and stood. “I will.” He tossed a couple of dollars on the counter. “Thanks, Penny.” 
 
   When Sheriff Calvin arrived back at the accident site, the swampy terrain had become slippery and dangerous. One of the rescue volunteers was on his way to the hospital with a possible broken leg. The river rose against the shoreline as the trees leaned over, slapping its surface with their branches. Blinding bands of rain from Hurricane Ernesto increased the risk and finally forced them to halt the search.
 
   “I don’t have a choice,” the lead officer said to Sheriff Calvin.
 
   Scott shook his head. “You don’t. You can’t risk any more lives.” He knew this was a hard decision to make, but the risk of more loss of life was too high to ignore. 
 
   He watched as the lead officer went out and made the announcement. Soaked men and women reluctantly filed out of the woods. There was nothing more they could do until Ernesto finished his punishment, but it was hard for anyone to leave knowing there was a child unaccounted for.
 
   The team was thinking two steps ahead. Thank goodness, because there wouldn’t be much evidence left at the crash site except battered trees, and their story had already been told. 
 
   Scott helped pull together volunteers to work through the night in the safety of the precinct logging each piece of potential evidence from the bags of debris collected at the accident site. Even the smallest item could be critical in locating Jake Rolly. It was a slow and tedious process.
 
   Ernesto pounded southeastern Virginia through the night, dumping over five inches of rain and toppling trees. Tens of thousands of residents lost power. 
 
   Damaging winds were a problem, but because Ernesto parked himself over the region, flooding had become the top concern. Rivers were expected to crest at new heights, and flash flood warnings crawled across the television screens of those who still had electricity. 
 
   By the end of day on Monday, the lead detective gave a public statement. 
 
   “We are continuing to examine the evidence and are determined to find Jake Rolly,” he said on camera from the police department in Southampton County. “We’ve partnered with neighboring counties, but we need your help. Anyone who has information should contact their local authorities.”
 
   Assumptions and evidence nipped away at the corners. They would get to the root of what happened eventually. Tomorrow, as soon as the waters subsided, they’d canvas the neighboring shops and residents along Route 58. A small team would search the area one last time, but any evidence was lost to Ernesto. 
 
    
 
   Back in Pungo, Von worked his way out from Nick and Kasey’s house, trying to reconstruct Nick’s activities on the morning of the accident. 
 
   The clerk at the corner store nodded and bowed his head. “Yeah, I heard about the accident. Nick came in on Saturday. He’s in here every Saturday.” 
 
   Von knew that. Nick was a creature of habit. Always had been. “Was Jake with him?”
 
   The clerk rubbed his moustache. “I can’t be sure if the little guy was with him or not. It was so busy. I’ve got the security tapes though. Give me a minute and I’ll get them for you.”
 
   The clerk disappeared behind a security door and came out with a tape.
 
   “It’s a start,” Von said. “I appreciate it.”
 
   “Hey, anything I can do. Let me know.”
 
   Von hurried out of the store. He needed to leave now if he was going to make it on time. He’d offered to take care of all the arrangements for Kasey. Nick had pre-paid and planned his funeral years ago, so it was just a matter of following that plan. Von had an appointment in thirty minutes with the funeral home. It was the least he could do for her. Burying a spouse was a torture he wished on no one. 
 
   He remembered only too well how unpredictable grief was. How it swept in and took you right off your feet with no warning. Everyone gave him unsolicited advice on how to navigate it; they’d do the same to Kasey. She’d have to find her own way—in her own time. A lesson he’d learned the hard way.
 
   The funeral director was helpful, and a lot smoother than when he’d had to go through it for Deidre. Of course, he’d been in a fog then. 
 
   With all the details finalized, Von headed home. Losing Nick brought on a familiar grief that burned in his chest like a raw, gaping wound. It was like reliving losing Deidre all over again. But if Jake was out there, the most important thing he could do for Nick was find his boy. That was all he could think about the whole ride home.
 
   He walked into the house feeling tired and impatient. His specialized skills weren’t getting him anywhere with this case. Maybe it was true that you shouldn’t work on cases you were too close to. The video tape tucked in his pocket was the only glimmer of hope he had. He tossed his hat on his desk, and inserted the video surveillance into the player. The date stamp was blank. The clerk had warned him that the power had gone off that week and he hadn’t reset the recorder yet. Von wasn’t sure why he even bothered looking at the tape, except that any hope was better than none, and there were no other leads to follow.
 
   Von rubbed his hand across his chin as he pressed the buttons on the remote, fast-forwarding, then rewinding, then pausing to analyze the less than perfect images as people came and went. The process was slow. 
 
   After numerous stops and starts, a familiar image caught his eye. He pressed the Pause button and moved closer to the screen. 
 
   Frame by frame, he watched his best friend push open the glass door. Nick was dressed in a camo t-shirt and a ball cap, with a junior version of himself clinging to his hand. 
 
   Jake.
 
   Von settled on the edge of his desk, rewound the tape, watched it again, and let it play out. He watched Nick and Jake walk to the counter and then leave the store together. He rewound the tape and played the scene again, and then again. 
 
   “This is too much.”
 
   It was bad enough Nick was gone, but no man could bear to think of a young boy like Jake in danger or hurt...or worse.
 
   He bowed his head. The loss was like a steel weight, empty and cold in his gut. 
 
   “Damn it, Nick,” Von said to the screen. “This isn’t enough to go on.” He pounded his fist on the desk. “Help me find him, man. Point me to a clue. Where is he?” 
 
   Von pitched the remote against the wall, then headed to his truck.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Five
 
    
 
   Over the past few days, Kasey’s life had moved on without her having a say. She couldn’t manage to make even the simplest decisions. Nick was gone. Jake had disappeared. She replayed the news and the chain of events that followed in her mind a thousand times, wishing for an answer. None of it made sense. Her faith in God wavered in the wake of the unimaginable string of events.
 
   The morning of Nick’s funeral, Kasey rode to the church in the limo, then sat in the chapel with Riley and Von and a hundred other people who had loved Nick. The names of people she knew escaped her, which was just as well, because she couldn’t seem to get any words out. It was nearly too much to breathe, much less talk. She wasn’t sure if she could speak even if she tried.
 
   She could barely take a breath at the sight of the rose-colored wooden casket. Masses of colorful wreaths and sprays filled the front of the large chapel. It made the heavy casket appear to hover above a meadow of flowers. An enlarged copy of the black-and-white portrait of Nick, with Jake on his hip, was propped on an easel—the same picture she kept on her mantel. Her favorite.
 
   The preacher stood at the front, speaking—saying something. It didn’t matter what. She wasn’t ready to listen to him. 
 
   God, you took Nick and left me behind. But why, if not to take care of our son? How could our sweet Jake disappear without a trace? How could you let this happen? Help me. Please, help me.
 
   Sorrow hung heavy in the packed chapel. 
 
   How long had the preacher been talking? His words were meant to comfort, but they didn’t. Each word felt like a knife cutting into her heart. If she could move her legs, she’d run right up the aisle and out the door. Away. As far away from the pain as she could get. But her legs weren’t moving. She felt paralyzed, glued to the pew, wondering why she bothered to breathe. The alternative seemed more appealing right now, except she knew Jake needed her. 
 
   She’d find him. 
 
   She had to.
 
   One by one, people came to the front of the chapel, stepping up to share their stories about Nick. It gnawed at her gut to share the moment, afraid her own precious memories would be lost in their voices. She looked in their direction, but through them, avoiding their memories—concentrating on anything but their words. 
 
   She nodded in an attempt to look appreciative. That was the best she could do.
 
   The organist played The Wind Beneath My Wings. The first three notes took Kasey’s breath away. There was no wind, no air. Her own wings had been clipped. 
 
   She’d been blessed to share a true love with Nick, a love that had come without effort. But now she felt cursed to have known that love. Alfred Lord Tennyson was a fool. It was not better to have loved and lost, than never to have loved at all. If she hadn’t loved Nick with every part of her being, she wouldn’t be so devastated now. 
 
   “You okay?” Riley rubbed Kasey’s arm.
 
   “Numb,” Kasey whispered.
 
   There were so many people. Nick had been well-known, well-liked, for his many contributions to the community. She knew that, but the number of people here today overwhelmed her. She didn’t want to share this private moment between her and Nick and God. 
 
   Kasey clutched a handkerchief between trembling fingers. No lace, no embroidery, just one of Nick’s that she’d pulled out from a load of laundry he’d left in the dryer. A point they’d often debated. Nick would leave clothes in the dryer so long that the wrinkles baked in. She’d have to iron or rewash them, and she wasn’t a fan of ironing. The hanky she held had been a wrinkled mess even before she’d balled it in her hand.
 
   The funeral ended, and Riley wrapped her arm around Kasey. “It’s time to move outside.”
 
   Kasey’s hands shook. She grabbed Riley’s arm and they left the church.
 
   The sky was bright and the air warm. They rode in the black funeral sedan to the inescapable moment ahead.
 
    
 
   Mourners crowded the cemetery, dressed in dark and muted colors. They seemed to move more slowly and more quietly than normal. Or maybe it was just Kasey’s brain working slower, resistant to the changes in her life. 
 
   Riley and Von sat on either side of her, near Nick’s casket.
 
   The prayers were short and heartbreaking. 
 
   Each pallbearer tucked his boutonniere into the full spray of flowers that covered the coffin, then the crowds peeled away from the burial plot. 
 
   But Kasey couldn’t leave—not yet. She stood and walked to the side of the coffin, slid her hands under the blanket of flowers, and laid her cheek on the smooth wood of the casket. Von and Riley came to her side as the others headed for their cars. 
 
   They would receive guests at the farmhouse. Kasey wasn’t keen on the idea, but Nick would’ve wanted it that way. 
 
   “Kasey, honey.” Riley tried to bring her attention to the present. “Do you recognize that man?” She pointed to their right.
 
   Kasey lifted her gaze from the casket and turned to look. 
 
   A very tall man, dressed in black, walked toward them. He had one of his hands shoved deep in the pocket of his trousers, pulling his jacket aside and exposing his slim hip and long stride. Dark glasses rested on his perfect nose. 
 
   Even through the tears, Kasey recognized the silhouette. But it didn’t make sense. It couldn’t be. Her mind must be mixing images from the recent weeks. 
 
   She blinked and refocused. 
 
   It was him. Kasey grabbed Riley’s hand and gave it a squeeze. “It’s okay.” She walked to meet him halfway. 
 
   He took both her hands in his—his were warm. 
 
   “You’re in all of our prayers.” Cody Tuggle’s deep voice came out slow and calming. 
 
   “How did you know?”
 
   “It’s been all over the news.”
 
   “Why did you come?”
 
   He looked at the ground, pushing the toe of his boot in the grass. “I just knew I needed to. It had to be devastating news to come home to.”
 
   “You didn’t have to do that.”
 
   He placed his hand on her shoulder. “If there’s anything I can do to help find Jake...or anything, let me know.”
 
   Her shoulders folded forward as she tried to drag in air, sobbing into her hands. Cody caught her by the elbow as her knees gave way. Riley ran toward them.
 
   “I got her.” Cody swept Kasey into his arms. 
 
   Riley pointed to where Von stood just thirty feet away next to a black limo. Cody nodded and carried Kasey to the car. Von opened the door, and Cody released her onto the soft leather of the back seat.
 
   “Thank you.” Kasey squinted against the glare of the sun as she peered out of the limo at Cody. “I’m so —”
 
   “Shhhsh. Now who’s talking too much?”
 
   She gave him a half smile.
 
   Von shut the door.
 
   Cody extended his hand to Von. “Cody Tuggle. Kasey just finished a shoot with us the morning of the accident.”
 
   “Nice of you to come.”
 
   “Anything I can do?” Cody asked.
 
   “I wish there was. She’s trying to deal with the grief of losing Nick and the hope that we’ll find her son. He was with Nick that morning, but there’s still no sign of him.” Von swallowed his own grief and shook Cody’s hand again. “Thanks. Every friend helps at a time like this.”
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Six
 
    
 
   Before they’d left for the church this morning, Kasey had picked out three of Nick’s ball caps to save from the hundreds he owned. Von had suggested that they put the rest in two small troughs on either side of the front door for folks to take when they came later that day if they wanted them. Kasey had liked that idea. She couldn’t bear to throw the hats away. 
 
   The limo pulled into the driveway. Kasey flattened her sweating palms on her dress. Friends, family and acquaintances had already gathered at her house and spilled out onto the front lawn. 
 
   Kasey’s heart fluttered. Most everyone milling about already had one of Von’s hats in hand, and some of the men had them in their back pockets. Others folded them like a taco to get the curve on the bill just right. Nick had always done that, too. They clung to the caps, a connection to Nick. 
 
   Kasey walked from the limo to the front porch and stopped to look at the whiteboard Von had hung on the wall there. On it he had listed the chores required to keep Circle R Farm running for the next three months. The board was nearly filled with the names of neighbors, family and friends who had volunteered to help operate the farm. 
 
   “Thank you,” Kasey said to no one in particular, overcome by the generosity and outreach of their friends. She was relieved that people with ranching and farm experience would keep Nick’s dream alive over the next few months. 
 
    
 
   Kasey blew out a breath as she, Riley and Von entered the house. “What would I have done without you and Von? There is no way I could have—” 
 
   Riley stopped her. “Nick and Von were like brothers. Best friends, just like us. We love you, Kasey. My heart is breaking. I’d do anything to make this better for you. I just don’t know what to say. What can I do?”
 
   “Just be here with me.”
 
   They held hands. “I’m right here. I’m not going anywhere,” Riley said. 
 
   Together they braved the endless stream of people, sharing their personal memories of Nick. 
 
   Nick as a 4-H leader…
 
   Nick as a dad… 
 
   Nick as a farmer and rancher…
 
   Nick as a veterinarian… 
 
   Nick as a guitar player…
 
   Nick as the best darn barbequer around… 
 
   Nick as one hell of a hunter… 
 
   Nick, who always lived every moment to the fullest…
 
   Nick, the ladies’ man before he’d met her…
 
   Nick as a steady friend who had never let anyone down…
 
   Nick. 
 
   “We are going to miss him.”
 
   Kasey flinched. Each kind remark seemed pierce her heart a little deeper. Nick. I miss you so much.
 
   The events of the day were catching up to her. Her lips quivered, making it hard to smile. She really wanted to just be left alone.
 
   Nodding continuously, she repeated, “Yes, he was a wonderful man. Thank you.” 
 
   No one mentioned Jake. 
 
   It was too painful for anyone to even say his name. Most of them believed that he’d been swept away in the currents that day. She’d heard the whispers, but she knew better. Jake was out there, and he was wishing for her as hard as she was wishing to find him. She felt it in her heart and soul.
 
   Someone brushed her elbow. Startled, she spun around. 
 
   “Jeremy. Sorry, I was off...somewhere.” She reached up and hugged him. “Thank you for being here.”
 
   “It wasn’t his time.” Jeremy whispered into her hair as he held her. He stepped back and shoved his hands in his pockets with his shoulders slumped. “I’m here for you. Remember that.”
 
   She swallowed back the familiar pain. The last time she’d been at a funeral was when Granddaddy had died. That’s when she’d met Jeremy. At the time she’d thought that was the worst day of her life, but it didn’t even come in a close second to today. 
 
   Jeremy had been Granddaddy’s trusted mechanic back then. A big deal, because Granddaddy wouldn’t let just anyone touch his precious collection of antique cars. 
 
   “Where’s Grem?” Kasey scanned the room, looking for Grandma Emily. 
 
   “She’s in the front room holding court, wondering where you are. You know how she has to be the center of attention,” Jeremy said with a smirk.
 
   “She was never this bad when Granddaddy was alive.” Even when Kasey had lived at the estate, Grem was more than Kasey could juggle without help. Grem ran off good help in record time. Granddaddy had provisioned for Jeremy to maintain his car collection following his death. 
 
   Kasey had become desperate after Grem ran off yet another companion. The local service was running out of candidates that specialized in elderly care to send her way. So Kasey sweetened the deal for Jeremy by offering him a live-in situation—complete with full use of the temperature-controlled garage bays on the back of the estate to work on his own antique car projects. In exchange, he’d tote Grandma Emily around and keep things in check on the property. Jeremy had jumped at the chance. He doted on Grandma like Granddaddy used to. Grem adored him. 
 
   Jeremy was like one of the family now, and his striking dark hair and blue eyes left many thinking he was related because he looked so much like Granddaddy. Probably one of the reasons Grem loves having him around.
 
   “You ready to see the queen?” Jeremy asked, extending his arm.
 
   Kasey managed a grin and took his arm. Grem sat in her wheelchair, next to the fireplace. Kasey crossed the room and hugged her. 
 
   Grem held Kasey’s arm. “The carriage house is ready, but you should stay up at the house with me for a while, dear. You know, until you feel better.” 
 
   “Thanks, but I’ll be fine here.”
 
   Grem scowled.
 
   Kasey stepped back. What was that for?
 
   Jeremy must have sensed the mood, too, because he whisked Grandma Emily off to the side of the small group, turning her back to most of the folks, and whispered something to her.
 
   Grem scowled. She slapped at the wheelchair but Jeremy kept pushing. “What are you doing? For goodness sakes.” She twisted around toward Kasey. “Honey, this is no place for a lady to mourn.” The old woman’s lips pinched. Her too-red lipstick spidered among her wrinkles.
 
   Kasey moved to her grandmother’s side and knelt down. “Please don’t make this harder than it already is.”
 
   Grem looked into Kasey’s eyes. “Everything happens for a reason, my dear. Leave this hillbilly farm behind. Live your own dreams now.”
 
   Was this supposed to be a pep talk? The words hit Kasey like a slap. “Stop it, please.” She glanced around and lowered her voice. “I’m sure you mean well, but this isn’t helping.” Suppressing her emotions, she stood and walked to the window. It wouldn’t do any good to get upset with Grem. 
 
   Jeremy pushed the wheelchair next to Kasey. “She insisted,” he mouthed, then shrugged, set the brake and headed for the door, probably for a cigarette. 
 
   Grem grasped Kasey’s wrist with her cold bony hand. “Honey, you know I’m right. You’re young. Your life is not over.” She patted Kasey’s arm.
 
   “The dreams, the country, they were our dreams. Nick’s and mine. I have absolutely no intention of leaving here. This is our home.”
 
   The truth was that this place was heartbreak at every turn, but she wouldn’t admit that to Grem. Mixed feelings surged through her. One minute she wanted to embrace everything that Jake and Nick had ever touched. Then, a moment later, she wanted to hit the damn road, leave it all behind, and pretend this part of her life had never happened. 
 
   Riley stepped between them. “Beautiful service wasn’t it, Miss Emily?” 
 
   “It was nice.” Grem cleared her throat. “Kasey, darling, the photo of Nick and Jake at the service was lovely.”
 
   “Thank you,” Kasey said, her voice tight. Sometimes it’s so hard to be nice to her.
 
   She reached for her copy of that photograph on the mantel. Nick and Jake both wore jeans and cowboy hats. The candid shot had captured them so well. 
 
   She remembered that day like yesterday. They’d gone to get ice cream at the Pungo Strawberry Festival when something photo-worthy caught her attention. Nick had turned to find her straggling behind—something that happened all the time. 
 
   “Where’s Mommy? Crazy Mommy is clicking again.” Nick had teased.
 
   Jake had reached in her direction and yelled, “Click me, Mommy. Click me!” 
 
   And she had. As both her boys had reached toward her, calling her name. 
 
   That one moment. So special. 
 
   A lucky shot.
 
   Tiny details in the image were the most special to her. The folded ball cap in Nick’s back pocket and the scrape on Jake’s elbow. Jake had insisted on trying to take one of the goats for a walk; but the goat had other ideas and was faster than Jake. He’d fallen. But that didn’t slow him down. Jake jumped up, dusted himself off and finished the walk—bloody elbow and all. He’d never even shed a tear. 
 
   Grem’s voice carried from a nearby group. “Kasey is my granddaughter. She is quite talented.”
 
   Come on, God. Give me a break here. Kasey walked over to her. “Grem, this isn’t the time.”
 
   She shook her head. “Nonsense, dear. They love to hear about your work.” 
 
   Grem continued on, telling them that Kasey would be moving home with her. 
 
   Kasey clenched her teeth. 
 
   The stunning old woman drew a crowd. She looked so sweet, vulnerable, until you got right up close and her fangs started to show.
 
    
 
   Riley took control of the wheelchair. “Come on, Grandma. Jeremy is going to take you home.” She wheeled her directly to the front door and out onto the porch. “I’m sure this has been a tough day for you.”
 
   “Oh.” Grem looked taken aback. “Oh, yes. You’re so right. You are such a doll, Riley. Yes. I should get back home. The excitement is not good for someone my age.”
 
   “There he is now.” Riley gave Jeremy the don’t-ask-questions-just-get-her-the-hell-out-of -here look. “Can you take her home?”
 
   “Thank you, dear.” Grem patted Riley’s arm.
 
   Jeremy helped her into the Mercedes and closed the door. “I don’t know what gets into the old bird sometimes.” 
 
   Riley rolled her eyes and shrugged.
 
   Jeremy said, “I didn’t get to say much to Kasey. Do they have any leads yet?” 
 
   “No. Not a one, but Von is keeping tabs on the investigation for us.”
 
   “Yeah. That’s good. Will you call me if they hear anything, and if I can help?” Jeremy untwisted the wrapper on a butterscotch candy and popped it in his mouth. He dug in his pocket and handed two to Riley. “Here. Give one to Kasey to remind her I’m just a phone call away. Keep me posted, will you?” 
 
   “I will.”
 
   Grem tooted the horn, and they both jumped.
 
   “Never a dull moment,” Riley said. 
 
   Jeremy hugged her, then jogged around to the driver’s side of the car. 
 
   Riley held the butterscotch candies in her hand with her thumb as she waved goodbye. When they cleared the driveway, she went back inside.
 
   “Is she gone?” Kasey asked as Riley came toward her.
 
   “Mission accomplished.” Riley handed Kasey the yellow wrapped butterscotch.
 
   “Jeremy.” Kasey took the candy and cracked a slight smile. “He’s such a sweetheart.”
 
   “Yeah. He’s taking her home. The cranky old bat. I can’t believe he hasn’t quit after all these years.”
 
   Kasey shrugged. “He’s used to her moods. He earns every penny he makes, that’s for sure.”
 
   A few hours later, the house finally began to empty. 
 
   Riley busied herself in the kitchen with a couple of neighbors. They must have opened and closed the freezer door twenty times as they stored away the food. So much food. 
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   The week after the funeral, the police in Southampton County contacted Kasey about the tape from Penny’s Candy and Soda Shoppe. Finally, they had dated proof positive that Jake had been with Nick just moments before the crash. 
 
   The news made for a restless night for Kasey, but at least maybe now the police would keep looking for Jake. She’d been worried that they might give up. The combination of renewed hope and fear tugged at her. Even her dreams taunted her, twisting joyful reunions with tragic replays of the funeral. And all of the dreams ended in the woods. She opened her eyes to the sun streaming through a sliver of an opening between the curtains. Were the dreams a sign? Was there something in the woods that would help her find Jake? She’d heard of stranger ways of solving cases.
 
   Dutch laid next to the bed. Kasey swung her feet around to the edge and sat up. She rubbed her feet on his soft coat. “Quiet, isn’t it, buddy?”
 
   She rolled her shoulders and rubbed her feet on Dutch’s back. He groaned.
 
   “Feel good?”
 
   No more back rubs in my future. I’ll miss your back rubs, Nick. You gave the best.
 
   Kasey got up, put on jeans, hiking boots, and one of Nick’s rodeo t-shirts. In a moment of clarity, she’d decided to go back to the crash site and see if anything came to her that might help her find Jake. Crazier things happened all the time—she had nothing to lose. 
 
   She went downstairs and left a note on the counter in case Riley came by.
 
    
 
   An hour and a half later, Kasey pulled her car off on the soft shoulder near the accident site. She put her business card on the dash of her car in hopes it would be enough to keep anyone from towing it while she explored. 
 
   She stepped over the shiny new guardrail and followed the path of scarred trees that marked the path Nick’s truck had taken down the embankment. The incline was steeper than it looked. She sidestepped her way down to the water’s edge. Debris marked the high water line left from the storm. 
 
   If Jake had somehow climbed ashore, where would he have headed? 
 
   She squatted. From this level, Jake’s level, she couldn’t see the road. 
 
   He could’ve made it to shore if the water had been as low as it was today. She stepped out on the rocks. They were slick, but plenty big to walk on.
 
   She stood in the center of the river on the large rock where Nick’s truck had once lain crooked, its interior sucking up water like a sponge. 
 
   I probably cried enough tears last week to crest this river.
 
   To her left was a large clearing. She walked back across the rocky waterway, climbed the sloping terrain, and headed to that area. 
 
   She snapped off a twig from a tree and poked at the brush in front of her as she walked. No sense stepping on a snoozing snake. “Where are you, Jake? Help me find you.”
 
   I’m not crazy. 
 
   After three hours of wandering the woods, she knew, crazy or not, that she couldn’t stay out much longer. Mosquitoes had begun nibbling on her as if she was a buffet. She swatted at one buzzing around her head.
 
   She hiked toward the highway noise to her car. Her legs ached and so did her heart. 
 
    
 
   The next morning, Jeremy stopped by. It was Wednesday—the day Grem got her hair done each week. He’d been stopping by every Wednesday since the accident. Kasey wasn’t sure if it was Grem’s idea or his, but she’d started to appreciate his visits.
 
   Still in her nightshirt, Kasey opened the door. Dots of pink calamine lotion highlighted her itchy mosquito bites.
 
   “What happened to you?” he asked.
 
   “Promise not to laugh?”
 
   Jeremy smiled. “Hell, no. If you’re going to make me promise, it has to be funny.” He followed her into the living room.
 
   “Fine. I went back to the accident site to see if I could get a connection or idea about where I might find Jake.”
 
   He sat down in the chair across from her. “I wouldn’t laugh about that. I know how you’re hurting. I wish I could fix everything for you right now.”
 
   “You’re so sweet. It was stupid, I know, but it seemed like it was worth a shot. Better than sitting here wondering.”
 
   A glazed look spread over his face.
 
   “I’ve brought you down, too.” She sat next to him. “I’m not very good company these days.”
 
   He patted her leg. “Don’t be silly. It’s just so hard for me to see you so sad.”
 
   “I just wish I knew. I’ve memorized every angle of the terrain near the accident, and I’m no closer to finding Jake. I’m running out of ideas. And to make matters worse, the police don’t seem to have the same sense of urgency they had before.” Tears slid to her chin. She swept them away with her sleeve. “I know he’s alive. I know in here.” She tapped her heart. “But I need a glimmer of hope that I’ll find him.”
 
   “I’m so sorry.” He pinched the bridge of his nose and sat silent for a moment. Then he lifted his head and looked her square in the eye. “I have an idea, but I’m not sure you’re going to like it.”
 
   Kasey’s eyes brightened. “Anything.”
 
   He started to speak, then paused. “Well.” He cleared his throat, then scooched to the edge of his seat. “I know this gal. It’s a long shot. She does tea-leaf readings.”
 
   She leaned back and rolled her eyes. “Oh, no. You know how I feel about that black magic. It’s just tempting bad stuff to come your way. I don’t think I could do that.”
 
   “No. It’s not like that. Tasseography is a divine practice.”
 
   She grimaced. “Tassy-whatever-ography doesn’t sound divine. It sounds scary.”
 
   “Just think about it.” He shrugged. “The practice is based on meditation and stuff, so you probably need to believe and trust that it will work. You said you’d do anything.”
 
   She wrinkled her nose. “I know, but I don’t think I’m that desperate. That’s just....” She ran her hands up and down her arms to chase the nervous tingle that followed the thought of tempting fate with that sort of magic.
 
   “The offer stands. If you change your mind, let me know. I’ll set it up.”
 
   She was hesitant to even consider it. “You’d go with me?”
 
   “Of course. Anything.” His gaze pleaded with her. 
 
   “I’ll think about it,” Kasey said.
 
   “You could ask if Jake’s alive. Find out for sure, one way or the other. Maybe get a lead.”
 
   “I could ask specific questions like that?” She needed answers, but that magic stuff had always given her the heebie-jeebies. “If I only knew he was safe, it would be easier.” She slouched, then shook her head. “No, I’m not ready for that. I have an aerial photographer going up tomorrow to search the area again. He’s doing it as a favor. I’m going to photograph his plane for a print ad in exchange. Maybe something will turn up this time.”
 
   Jeremy looked at his watch. “I’ve got to go. Your grandmother will be a real pain in the ass if I pick her up late.”
 
   “Like she won’t be anyway?”
 
   “Be nice. She’s not as bad as you think. She loves you.” Jeremy gave her a hug, then left.
 
   Kasey watched him back out of the driveway. The thought of somebody predicting her future or knowing her past sent a tingle down her spine, and not in a good way. Time was slipping away though, and the longer Jake was missing, the more likely it was she’d never find him. Some said it had already been too long. 
 
   Even Riley had asked if she wanted to consider a memorial for Jake if something didn’t turn up soon. 
 
   Kasey couldn’t—wouldn’t—give up on Jake yet.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   Kasey stared at the ceiling until the swirled plaster blurred, forming images—silhouettes of better times. She sprawled her leg across Nick’s side of the bed. Empty and cool. 
 
   She’d promised herself she’d get out of bed today, but that had been yesterday, and today didn’t seem as far away as tomorrow had seemed at the time she made that promise. 
 
   One month. Exactly one month today since she’d laid Nick to rest. Everyone said it would get easier with time, but how much time and how much easier? 
 
   Although the wounds were still tender, she knew in her heart she couldn’t let time keep slipping by. Nick would hate that. He’d lived life to the fullest—never wasted a minute. She hadn’t done a good job of either lately. 
 
   She sat upright on the edge of the bed and forced her feet to the ground. She held her arms out to the side to steady herself as she stood. Taking slow steps, she made her way to the bathroom and twisted the knobs on the shower. 
 
   She stepped out of her pajamas and into the shower, letting the gentle spray wash over her as she prayed for strength. She turned counter-clockwise, wishing that would rewind her life to happier times. The water began to run cool so she got out. Wrapped in a towel, she went back in the bedroom and sat at the antique dressing table. She hadn’t put on makeup since the funeral, but it was a step, even if she was faking it, toward feeling better. She brushed her hair, then picked out something to wear. 
 
   Her favorite pair of khakis hung loose on her now. She cinched the waist tight with a belt. It would have to do.
 
   The melancholy she’d woken up with slid away, now replaced by anger. Nick had given her a wonderful life and then abandoned her. 
 
   How could you leave me? You promised you’d always be here. 
 
   Kasey went downstairs and walked outside. She looked at the beautiful property, as if through Nick and Jake’s eyes, and remembered each precious day, each moment. She wasn’t alone. Dutch wandered around with her every step of the way, like a shadow. The old dog had loved those two Rolly boys as much as she did, and his eyes seemed sadder than normal. Every time she stopped, Dutch pushed his head under her hand. He needed the connection, too. 
 
   She went back inside with a plan, with Dutch at her heels. His nails clicked on the hardwood floors like seconds ticking by on a clock. 
 
   Kasey picked up the phone and dialed Grem to tell her she was coming by. She made the call short though, because Grem had a way of saying the wrong thing, and all she needed was an excuse to crawl back under the covers. 
 
   She wasn’t going to give herself a way out today. 
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   It was a beautiful day for a drive. Kasey drove with the top down on the Porsche. She usually loved the wind in her hair and breathing in the air that rushed around the car as she sped along. She’d been known to sing at the top of her lungs without a care about who might hear. No radio and no singing today, though. She was going through the motions for Nick, but her heart wasn’t in it.
 
   She punched in the security code at the gates to her grandmother’s estate, then idled between the flowering crepe myrtles that dotted the path to the big house. When she reached the end of the driveway, she caught sight of Grem on the porch, waving at her.
 
   Kasey waved and parked in front. The old Porsche had been Daddy’s car, his pride and joy. When she’d been little, Daddy would speed down the road with the top down and her by his side. It had cost her dearly to rebuild the old car over the years, but she felt close to Dad when the leather seats wrapped around her like a hug. She’d always been a daddy’s girl.
 
   “It’s about time. I haven’t heard from you in weeks,” the old woman complained. “Now get your fanny over here already. The day is half gone.”
 
   Had to give it to her for being spunky at her age. “It’s only eight o’clock. Most people are just getting their day started.”
 
   Grem pursed her lips with a vague hint of disapproval. “Don’t be sassing me. Just give me a hug.”
 
   Kasey pushed her sunglasses on top of her head and hugged her grandmother. 
 
   “Let me get a good look at you.”
 
   Kasey stepped back and posed, forcing a smile. 
 
   “Goodness dear, you look thin, and you could use a haircut.” The old woman took Kasey’s hands into hers, then rubbed her thumb over Kasey’s nails. “Would you have a look at those nails? My goodness. Are you sure you’re my granddaughter?”
 
   “Yes, I am.” She rolled her eyes. “I haven’t had time.”
 
   “Pshaw, you’ve just been sitting around moping. You’ve had plenty of time to take care of those little things.”
 
   Kasey sat on the top step in front of her grandmother. “Yeah, well that’s just it. Those are little things, aren’t they? Not so important in the scheme of things.”
 
   “Don’t dismiss the importance of taking care of yourself. Lucky for you, I had a feeling you would be in a mess. I already called Seth at home. I’ve made appointments for both of us with him and George this morning, dear.”
 
   “Tell me you didn’t.” Kasey slumped. She like being pampered, and George and Seth were the best stylists around. But they were so full of energy, and she wasn’t up to that.
 
   “Yes, I did. If we don’t get a move on, we’re going to be late.”
 
   Defeated, she knew better than to argue. Grem always got her damn way. “Fine. I gather you already have Jeremy lined up to take us.”
 
   “Of course, dear. He should be around any minute. Why don’t you put on some lipstick? You look a little pale.”
 
   “I look fine.” She gave her grandmother a stern look. “Don’t push it, okay?” She now remembered why, when she’d lived here, she stayed in the carriage house where she could come and go without bumping into Grem on a daily basis, and why she’d hired Jeremy in the first place. Well, that and the fact that Grem had run off all the other help. Jeremy had staying power. 
 
   The older that woman got, the more she thought she had the right to do and say whatever she damn well pleased. That wasn’t always pleasant.
 
   Jeremy pulled the Mercedes around. Kasey scooted to the edge of the step and stood, muttering under her breath, “Saved by the Benz.” 
 
   He made his way to the porch and hugged Kasey. “Glad to see you out and about. We’ve missed you. You doing okay?”
 
   She nodded, although not too convincingly.
 
   He gave her the don’t-lie-to-me look. “Call me. Let me know if you change your mind about the other thing we talked about.”
 
   “You know how that freaks me out. I don’t see that happening.” She put her hand on his shoulder. “But, thanks.” 
 
   Jeremy helped Grandma Emily into the car. She wouldn’t hear of a van or special access vehicle; she’d just stay in the house forever before she’d allow someone to tote her around like that. Kasey got into the back seat and readied herself for what was to come.
 
    
 
   The day turned out to be pleasant, even refreshing. Separated by spinning beauty shop chairs and the hum of blow dryers, there was no room for a lot of dialogue with her grandmother. Kasey was thankful for that. However, on the ride home, there was no safe barrier.
 
   “You look like your old self now.” Grem looked proud of herself.
 
   “It was a nice day.”
 
   “Yes. So...are you ready to move back home yet?”
 
   “No.” 
 
   The old woman raised her hands. A shadow of anger swept her face as she turned and looked out the window.
 
   “What? Why would I move back? I have a home.”
 
   Grem spun her sprayed fray of blued locks around to face Kasey. “Yes, you have a home, and it is with me. Now just come back to where you belong and live like the lady you were raised to be. I want what’s best. You’ve wasted too much time already.”
 
   Kasey choked back a gasp. “Wasted? I cannot believe you.”
 
   “We all make mistakes, dear.” Her grandmother clucked her tongue, then turned in her seat in a huff.
 
   “Jeremy, pull over.” Kasey slapped the back of his seat.
 
   “What are you doing?” Grem’s lips pinched into a tight line.
 
   Jeremy caught Kasey’s gaze in the rear view mirror.
 
   “Pull over right now or I’m jumping out,” Kasey said louder, her voice tight.
 
   Her grandmother’s eyes widened. “Don’t be ridiculous.”
 
   Kasey fumbled with the door handle. Jeremy swerved the car off to the side of the road.
 
   “What is your problem?” the old woman shouted.
 
   “My problem?” Kasey shook her head. Her hands trembled. “My problem? Is…is…that you are heartless.”
 
   “Dear—”
 
   “Don’t dear me. I can’t believe you. I know you didn’t care for Nick. That’s fine. You have that right. But he was my husband who, whether you like it or not, I loved with all my heart. I’m empty without him. Empty. And my son. My son, damn it. Do you not have a heart at all you old...errrrrrrrrr.” She pulled on the door handle again—this time it opened, and she jumped out of the car.
 
   “It’s not like he was planned,” Grem muttered, half under her breath as Kasey slammed the door. 
 
   Kasey spun on her heel, fire in her eyes. “I heard that. I heard you. That was awful. What is making you act this way?” Kasey felt the tingle of red splotches rising on her chest. 
 
   Her grandmother rolled down the window. “Get back in this car. Have you gone crazy?”
 
   “No.” 
 
   “You’re going to get yourself killed. You can’t just walk along the interstate.”
 
   “Who would care?” Kasey balled her hands into fists, pumping them as she marched down the road. “Leave me alone.”
 
   “You aren’t thinking clearly.”
 
   Kasey stepped over to the car and leaned into the window, way in, right into her grandmother’s face. “I loved my husband. Having Jake was the best thing I ever did in my life. I don’t want to hear your voice. I can’t even think about you right now.”
 
   Calmness fell over her grandmother’s features. “I loved Jake, too, honey. This outburst won’t bring him back.”
 
   “He will be back.” Kasey slapped the side of the car. “And you don’t know anything about love.” She stepped back and screamed to Jeremy, “Drive her home. I swear, get her out of here.” She clenched her teeth so tightly that they ached. 
 
   “You don’t have to live that way anymore.”
 
   “Why can’t you get it through your thick skull? Nick and I wanted to share those dreams with our son, and I plan to do that.” She threw her hands in the air, turned and started walking.
 
   “Kasey!” Grem’s voice rose to a screeching level.
 
   Jeremy idled the Benz up to Kasey. “Are you going to be okay?” he shouted across the car.
 
   “Fine. Just go!”
 
   He eased back on to the road. 
 
   Kasey kicked the back of the car as Jeremy drove away.
 
   She choked back tears as she walked along the shoulder of the interstate to the nearest exit where she called a cab to take her home. Home, to the farm in Pungo.
 
   Thank goodness, she didn’t have to wait long before the cab arrived. Kasey leaned back against the seat and closed her eyes, thankful for the silence on the long ride back. When they arrived, she paid the driver, got out, and went as far as the front porch.
 
   All her good intentions to have a good day had backfired, but somehow she felt stronger for having tried. She loved Nick and she adored Jake. She missed them, ached for them. No one could ever take the good memories from her. 
 
   She forced herself to go into the house. There were ten messages on the answering machine. She pushed the button. People checking on her and leaving their condolences. Had it ever occurred to them that if they’d just quit reminding her how fragile she was, maybe she wouldn’t be?
 
   When would it stop? 
 
   Two messages from Riley, and one from Von, too. One from Jeremy, bless his heart.
 
   His voice was kind and filled with remorse, not that her grandmother’s actions were his fault. “Kasey, its Jer. Sorry about this afternoon. The old lady had it coming, though. She was way out of line. I just had your car loaded on a flatbed tow truck, and it’s on its way to your house. I am so sorry about today. She loves you in her own way. Oh. Yeah. I pre-paid the wrecker driver. I used Miss Em’s salon account. I figured she owed you, even if she’d never admit it. Call me if you need me. For anything. Bye.” 
 
   The guy was a saint.
 
   Quiet settled in the house. Dutch strolled out of the living room where he’d probably been napping in Nick’s chair. He’d never done that when Nick was alive, but lately Dutch had taken it over as if he was next in line—man of the house. 
 
   Casey shifted her gaze to the kitchen table where Nick’s cell phone lay, attracting her like a magnet. She picked it up and rolled it between her hands. She remembered how she’d cried when she opened the packet from the police, glanced at the phone, and seen there were twenty-three missed calls. 
 
   All from her. All made on that tragic afternoon. 
 
   The first voice mail had been the hardest for Kasey to listen to. Her voice begged Nick to respond, followed by the muffled sound of the phone being pried from her hand as she realized the officer wasn’t mistaken about the news he had given her, and then her crying. 
 
   She still called Nick’s number sometimes, just to hear his voice.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   The next morning, Riley sat at her desk staring out the window. Kasey had promised she’d meet Riley for lunch, but she hadn’t shown yet. Riley picked up the phone and tried to call her again. Still no answer.
 
   Riley shifted the phone under her chin and dialed Von’s cell phone. She tapped her pen on the desk, waiting until he answered. 
 
   “Hey, it’s me.” She closed the folder that lay in front of her on her desk. “Busy?”
 
   “Never too busy for you. What’s up?”
 
   “Are you at the house?” She crossed her fingers, hoping that he was.
 
   “Sure am.”
 
   “Oh, good. I’ve been calling Kasey, and she isn’t answering. I wasn’t too worried this morning, but she was supposed to stop by the office this afternoon. She hasn’t shown up.”
 
   “Want me to run over and check on her?”
 
   She hated to ask, but… “Would you mind?”
 
   “You know I don’t mind.” 
 
   His voice always settled her down, no matter how riled she got. 
 
   “Odds are she’s in bed. Anything to avoid facing the pain.” The past echoed in Von’s words. “Don’t worry. I’ll head over there now.”
 
   “Thanks, sweetie. I just have a weird feeling about today.”
 
   “No cardinals or ladybugs?” he teased.
 
   “Not one lucky sign all morning. That’s when I started to worry.”
 
   He often teased her about her strong beliefs in lucky signs. But her superstitions had played in his favor when they’d been dating, so who was he to complain? Her quirky ideas were part of what made him love her so much.
 
   “Don’t worry,” he said. “I’m on it.” 
 
    
 
   Von closed the phone and headed to his SUV. The keys dangled from the ignition. One of the nice things about living all the way out in Pungo was the low crime rate. No reason to lock up.
 
   He drove along the winding road toward Kasey’s place...and Nick’s. He’d always remember it as their place, together, even though Nick was gone. As he neared the house, he saw Kasey’s old Porsche in the driveway. He pulled in and parked behind her car. Out of habit, he skimmed his hand over the hood as he walked past. The metal was cool. She’d probably been here all morning. 
 
   Von rapped on the back screen door, and waited for her to answer. 
 
   He was no stranger to this house. Over the years, when he and Nick were growing up, Nicks’ granddaddy had lived here. Nick and Von had spent many weeks on this farm, in this very house. He opened the screen door and rapped on the wooden door. 
 
   No sound came from inside. 
 
   He twisted the handle, opened the door and stepped inside. “Kasey, it’s me, Von. Are you around?”
 
   No answer.
 
   He walked through the house, pausing at the sight of Nick’s cowboy hat atop the rack of the sixteen-point trophy buck hanging on the wall. Nick’s first buck. That thing had been around for years. He and Nick had hung it on the wall in their first rental back in college. They’d decorated it with a hat and black sunglasses and called him Buck Blue, the third Blues Brother. They’d sung Soul Man into beer bottles under that deer head many a night. 
 
   Von followed a beeping sound to the answering machine. The LED indicator flashed eighteen new messages. Knowing Riley, the last ten were from her. He slid the switch on the side and silenced the incessant beeping. 
 
   He checked every room downstairs, then went upstairs. The wood creaked under his weight. He gripped the heavy oak banister as he climbed the steep stairs and found the bedroom door halfway open. 
 
    
 
   “Kasey?” He pushed open the door. Balled up tissues littered the floor and comforter. He noticed a couple of V8 juice cans in the trash. Not even a V8 could straighten you out after the kind of loss she had suffered. He’d been there. He wouldn’t wish that feeling on anyone. Apparently this was where she’d spent the bulk of her time, but she wasn’t here. 
 
   Her car was outside. She had to be somewhere close by. 
 
   Maybe she’s driving Nick’s T-Bird. 
 
   Memories of how much Nick had loved that car clouded his thoughts as he left the house and walked across the pasture to the barn. Nick and Kasey used to cruise around, and she’d mouth those famous words, I love you, like Suzanne Somers in the movie American Graffiti.
 
   Von unlatched the pole gate that led to the big red barn. The antique T-Bird was parked in a garage next to it, untouched. 
 
   He walked over to the barn door and slid it wide. Light flooded the vast space. Dust danced in the sunrays and thick cobwebs shimmered in the sunlight. 
 
   A rhythmic thump echoed through the large building. 
 
   “Hello?” No one answered, but the thumping picked up pace. 
 
   Inside he caught a glimpse of Dutch sprawled beneath the ladder that led to the loft. He whimpered as Von got closer, but didn’t get up. 
 
   “Are you okay, buddy?” He patted his leg. Dutch stood, but wouldn’t leave the ladder. “What’s the matter boy?” 
 
   He lifted his nose in the air and let out a long low howl like a beagle howl. 
 
   “What are you doing out here?” The dog pushed his nose under Von’s hand. “Where’s Kasey?” 
 
   Dutch shook his head, his heavy ears flopping, and yawned. 
 
   Von stooped next to the dog and scanned the barn. “Know where Kasey is?” Dutch was over ten years old now, his muzzle gray. He didn’t get around as quickly as he once had, but he was smarter than some men Von knew. Dutch seemed to point his nose up the ladder to the loft.
 
   “Kasey.” Von climbed the ladder to the loft. It was dark with the exception of a few slivers of light peeking through loose boards. Square bales filled the space. Alfalfa. He recognized the smell. 
 
   He swished his hand overhead, grabbed for the string to the bulb that he knew was there and tugged. In the dull yellow glow, he noticed a dark lump on top of a stack of hay bales. 
 
   He raced to the end of the barn. 
 
   As his eyes adjusted to the darkness, he thought his heart might break. 
 
   There was Kasey, lying across the hay bales, dressed in Nick’s coveralls, which seemed to swallow her. 
 
   Her dirty bare feet hung from the pant legs. She had tissues wadded in one hand and Nick’s old farm hat held to her chest with the other. In the crook of her arm, she held Jake’s stuffed horse. Nick’s first gift to his son, bought on the day the child was born and named after him. Their first day as a family. Jake had dragged that horse around until the time he could walk, then he’d gotten Bubba Bear and that ratty horse was put out to pasture in the toy box. 
 
   Von climbed the sturdy stacked squares. 
 
   “Kasey.” 
 
   She didn’t stir. 
 
   “Hey, kiddo, are you okay?” He wondered how long she’d been up here. 
 
   Fear sparked through him. In the extra-large coveralls, he couldn’t see if she was breathing. He reached out and rested his hand on her side. 
 
   “Kasey, can you hear me?” He nudged her shoulder.
 
   She took in a breath. Thank goodness. Relieved, he scooted closer.
 
   “It’s me, Von.” 
 
   Her eyelids fluttered. 
 
   He leaned in closer and lowered his voice. “Hey. Talk to me.” 
 
   She opened her eyes and let out a soft sigh. 
 
   He stretched out next to her so they were eye to eye, resting his head on his bent forearm. “You okay?”
 
   “What do you think?” She spoke in a broken whisper.
 
   “I think you’re hurting.”
 
   She nodded. “You must think I’m cracking up, wearing his clothes.” She lifted her coverall-cloaked arm. Her hand didn’t even peek out the end of the sleeve.
 
   Von pushed her bangs away from her damp cheeks. He shook his head. “No. I wouldn’t judge. I’ve been right where you are. We all mourn and heal in our own ways.”
 
   “I’ll never heal.”
 
   He stroked her back. “I know it feels that way.”
 
   She sniffed and shifted her arm up under her head, wiping her tears on the big sleeve of the coveralls.
 
   “I’m not going to tell you that things will be all right. That was the last thing I wanted to hear when I lost Deidre.”
 
   Kasey nodded.
 
   “You just have to take things a day at a time. The truth is, you’ll never be the same. But that’s okay, too.”
 
   Kasey looked away. “There was another shooting on Route 58 last night. Did you know?”
 
   “I heard. I’m checking it out,” he said. 
 
   “It’s like the third or fourth time. Sprays of bullets, no injuries,” Kasey said. “What are the odds that, with all those incidents, Nick would be the one to get killed?”
 
   He didn’t tell her that Nick’s shooting didn’t fit the random pattern, or type of gun. A shotgun was used in the other shootings. The casings found by Nick’s truck near the accident site were from a small caliber bullet. The police had confirmed that earlier, but that information wasn’t something Kasey needed to hear right now.
 
   Von shook his head. “I don’t know. Sometimes there aren’t any good answers.”
 
   “It’s not fair.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “Nick was a good man. He didn’t deserve to die. I can’t live without him.” Kasey sniffled. She buried her face in her hands, then lifted her eyes to meet Von’s. “I need him. He’d help me find Jake. Everybody thinks I’m crazy to believe Jake’s still out there. He has to be. I can’t live this way.”
 
   “You can.”
 
   “I don’t want to.”
 
   “Come here, kiddo.” He hugged her close.
 
   She came undone in his arms, sobbing. It broke his heart to see her so sad, to know that Nick wouldn’t be back. Nothing he could say could change that. He held her and after a long moment, she quieted a little. “You better?”
 
   She nodded against his shoulder.
 
   “I need to call Riley and let her know you’re alive. She was worried about you.” 
 
   “Sorry.”
 
   “We understand. Can you call her?” Kasey look whipped. She was dirty and sweaty. Von tipped her nose with his knuckle. “It would mean more if the call came from you.”
 
   Kasey looked down. “I’ll call her.” 
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   Von descended the ladder first, then spotted Kasey as she climbed down in the oversized coveralls. They walked out of the barn, the extra long pants swishing with each step she took. Dutch followed behind them.
 
   Kasey wrapped her arms around Von’s arm and rested her head against it as they walked.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Nine
 
    
 
   Kasey had other issues to worry about in addition to finding Jake. Gracious volunteers had been running the farm, but they were only scheduled to help for two more weeks. Kasey wasn’t prepared to take care of the Rocking R by herself. It was time to find a farm manager, but she had no idea where to start. Pushing that thought aside, she decided to tackle something she knew how to manage. 
 
   She walked outside to the RV to get her camera bag. When she pulled her camera out, Cody Tuggle’s card fluttered to the ground. She picked it up, her heart clenching when she thought of how kind he had been to come to Nick’s funeral and offer his condolences. 
 
   She rubbed the raised letters on the card, thinking about the offer to photograph his tour. Maybe joining the tour would be a good escape while the authorities continued their work looking for Jake. She’d heard that the pace on a music tour was so fast that she’d hardly be able to remember what town she was waking up in each day.
 
   That sounds perfect 
 
   The project would keep her name out there while she took some time to sort out her life, too. Downtime was the kiss of death for a freelancer. 
 
   Am I really considering this?
 
   She went inside and picked up the phone. Then she put it back down and picked it up four times before dialing Cody Tuggle’s number. 
 
   The phone rang on the other end. She tensed, almost chickening out, but he answered on the first ring.
 
   “Yeah-lo.” His deep voice vibrated. 
 
   “Hi,” she said, her mouth dry. “Hi, Cody. It’s Kasey.”
 
   “Kasey? Hey, how are you?” He sounded surprised.
 
   “Makin’ it.” She drew in a deep breath. “Thanks for coming to...well, it meant a lot to me. Thank you.”
 
   “Just wanted you to know how sorry I was for your loss. Figured flowers would just get lost in the shuffle and, hell, you probably wouldn’t have known who they were from anyway.”
 
   “Right. There are so many Tuggles in the world.”
 
   “I’m glad you called.”
 
   “Did I catch you at a good time?”
 
   “Yeah, sure. I was just getting ready to head over to the studio. We’re cutting one last song before we head for the Midwest leg of the tour.”
 
   “How’s the tour going?”
 
   “We sold out in every city so far.”
 
   “No surprise.”
 
   “Hey, you never know.”
 
   “That’s why I was calling.” Don’t lose your nerve. “I was wondering. I mean, well, don’t feel like you have to say yes.” Just say it. “Does the offer to shoot your tour still stand?”
 
   “You kidding?” his voice raised a pitch.
 
   “I don’t think so.” She looked around the room for an answer. Was she doing the right thing? She didn’t have any better options. 
 
   “Yeah. Absolutely. We’d love to have you.”
 
   “It would be good to be busy. I promise my emotions won’t interfere with the quality of my work.”
 
   “Don’t be ridiculous. If you get here and find you’re not up to it, you can leave whenever you need to.”
 
   “Thanks, Cody.”
 
   “Thank you. It will be great to get Arty off my back, too.”
 
   “Yeah, he seemed pretty adamant about the project.”
 
   “He can be a pain in the ass sometimes, but he’s a good guy. He was my biggest supporter when no one was interested. I owe him.”
 
   “Then I guess it’ll work out for everyone.”
 
   “Let me get someone to overnight the full schedule and some materials to get you started. Do you want to fly with me on the jet or tour on the bus?”
 
   “I thought I’d take the RV and follow you all.”
 
   “Naw. That won’t work. You’d be mobbed. After the first show, I guarantee everyone will know you are on this gig.”
 
   “Can I think about it and let you know?”
 
   “Sure. You’re welcome either way. In fact, you can switch it up from town to town if you like. I could use some good company on the jet, though. Someone recently said I’m antsy and a chatterbox.”
 
   “You don’t say.” She snickered, shaking her head. The smile felt foreign on her face. This is the right thing to do. 
 
   “It’s true. So I could use an ear,” he teased.
 
   “So happens I’ve got two not being used much these days.” That dark hole expanded in her chest again. 
 
   “Welcome aboard.”
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   [bookmark: _Toc256242961]On Monday morning, a Federal Express package arrived from Cody Tuggle’s road manager. Kasey glanced at the list of cities, but she wasn’t choosy. She needed an escape and location didn’t matter. By the end of the following week, she’d be packed and headed for a tour with one of the hottest singers in the country. 
 
   When Von and Riley stopped by that afternoon, she told them about her decision. 
 
   “Am I a bad mother?” she asked Riley, hoping for reassurance. “I just can’t sit here waiting and waiting with no way to help. It’s killing me. If I’m working, maybe...”
 
   “Hon, I don’t know how you’ve done it this long. You’re a wonderful mother. If Jake is out there, we’ll find him. Don’t you worry about that. The best thing you can do is go on that tour. Work will be good for you. Keep your mind busy and yourself healthy.”
 
   “I’ll check in,” Kasey said. “And you’ll contact me with even the tiniest details, right?” She looked from Von to Riley.
 
   Von nodded. “We promise, and I’ll take care of hiring a farm manager while you’re gone.”
 
   One less thing to worry about.
 
   Von gave Riley the look, and Riley picked up her purse. “You know what time it is, don’t ya?”
 
   Kasey laughed. “Time for Cops?”
 
   Riley nodded. “You know he hates to miss it.”
 
   “Hey, it’s one show,” Von said, looking insulted.
 
   “See ya,” Kasey waved and watched them leave, thankful that Von would take care of hiring the farm manager. She braced herself for the arguments that were sure to come when she shared her news with Grem. Calling would be the easy way out, but she owed her grandmother the news in person, no matter how cranky and irrational the old woman was sometimes. 
 
   Kasey gave herself a little pep talk, then headed to the estate before she could change her mind. 
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   Jeremy opened the front door just as Kasey took the last step up to the porch. “This is a pleasant surprise. I was going to stop by tomorrow.” 
 
   “Thanks. I wanted to talk to Grem.” She reached up and gave him a hug. “What kind of mood is she in today?”
 
   “Bitching about her arthritis. Didn’t like the brand of apple butter I picked out this time. Normal.” He nodded toward the sun room. “She’s in there.”
 
   “Great. Thanks.” 
 
   “Can I get you some tea? Juice? Crappy apple butter toast?”
 
   “Tea sounds good.” Kasey watched Grem from the doorway of the sun room. She looked tiny and frail sitting in her Queen Anne chair overlooking the gardens. But she never seemed either once she started talking.
 
   Grem turned. “I thought I heard voices. This is unexpected, dear.” 
 
   Kasey crossed the room and sank into the chair opposite her. “How’ve you been doing?”
 
   “I’m old. Don’t ask. How are you?”
 
   “Same. Not the old part, but the ‘don’t ask’ part.”
 
   They laughed.
 
   “I wanted to stop by and let you know I’ll be out of town for a while.”
 
   Jeremy walked in with a mug of tea and a small plate of toast.
 
   She took both, and they exchanged a look after she noticed the apple butter.
 
   “Thanks. This looks good.” She bit into a triangle of toast and moaned. “Delicious.”
 
   Grem rolled her eyes. 
 
   “Did you just say you were going away?” He set a pot of tea on the table between Kasey and Grem. “I overheard. Where are you headed?” 
 
   Kasey sipped her tea. “I have a photo shoot.”
 
   “Where?” Grem asked.
 
   “I’m shooting Cody Tuggle’s tour. He’s a country singer. I’ll be heading to Nashville, then up and down the coast.”
 
   “Now that’s my girl. That sounds like a big deal.” Grem looked pleased. 
 
   “It is.” Kasey nodded. “Von and Riley will be my eyes and ears here while I’m away, in case anything comes up about Jake.”
 
   Grem placed her hand on Kasey’s arm. “I think it’s the right thing to do. Your career is important. Keep me posted, won’t you?”
 
   “I will.” Kasey sighed in relief. She’d expected a lot of drama, but her grandmother had taken the news quite well.
 
   A non-event. Thank goodness for that.
 
   All she had left to do now was to pack.
 
   “When will you leave?” Grem asked.
 
   “Friday,” Kasey said.
 
   Jeremy straightened. “So soon? How long will you be gone?”
 
   Kasey shrugged. “I’m just going to see how it plays out. I wanted to let y’all know, but like you said, it’s soon.” She got up and stepped over to Grem’s chair. “I need to run some errands and start packing.”
 
   “I’m sure you’ll do an amazing job,” Grem said. She hugged Kasey. “I’m so proud of you.”
 
   “Thanks. Love you,” Kasey said over her shoulder as she walked toward the door.
 
   Jeremy stepped between her and the front door. 
 
   “Wednesdays won’t be the same,” he said.
 
   “From what I hear about these music tours, I may not even know which day is Wednesday.” She laughed.
 
   He didn’t.
 
   She cocked her head. “What’s the matter?”
 
   “I just hate the thought of you being gone. I mean, Jake—and now you.”
 
   “And Nick,” Kasey said. “Nick’s gone. We don’t have any leads on Jake. I can’t take it anymore. The waiting. The sitting here doing nothing. It’s killing me. We’ve talked about this. You know how it’s tearing me apart.” She bowed her head, her jaw tightening. “You’re the last one I expected to get any heat from.”
 
   He hugged her. “Sorry. I’m overreacting. Jake will show up. I feel it, too. I’d just hate for you to be gone when he does.”
 
   Kasey hitched her purse onto her shoulder. “Me, too, but it’s not like I’ll be in the jungle. I can be on the first plane back. I’m praying for answers.”
 
   “Me, too,” Jeremy said. “Let me know what you need from me. You know you can count on me, right?”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   On Wednesday morning, just after nine, there was a loud knock at the front door. Kasey ran down the stairs, swung around the newel post and answered it. A courier handed her a package. “Need your signature, ma’am.”
 
   More tour stuff. 
 
   She took the pen from the young man’s hand and scribbled her signature next to the X, then took the package. She kicked the door closed and opened the stiff envelope. Over the last two days she’d felt an excitement that she thought she’d never feel again. She’d had fun reading all the details of the promo for each city on the tour, knowing she’d be a part of the action.
 
   Kasey pulled the contents from the envelope, excited to see what they’d sent her now. Her hands recoiled as if she’d touched a hot stove. Paper fluttered like angel wings to the floor. 
 
   Her hands trembled.
 
   She fell to her knees and swept the sheets into a pile. Two flimsy slips of cardboard, three blank sheets of paper and two pictures—printed on an inkjet by the looks of their quality.
 
   Her breathing became rapid and shallow.
 
   She grabbed the two pictures from among the cardboard and paper, then ran to the phone and speed-dialed Riley.
 
   “Good morning.” Riley answered on the first ring.
 
   “You’re home. I need you.” Kasey’s words ran together.
 
   “Slow down. What’s the matter?” 
 
   “Get over here, now. Bring Von,” Kasey said, still staring at the pictures.
 
   “Are you okay?”
 
   “I don’t know. I’m not sure what to think. Please hurry.” Kasey hung up the phone, and stared at the pictures in front of her.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Ten
 
    
 
   Kasey was sitting in the middle of the kitchen floor, a picture in each hand, when Von and Riley let themselves in through the back door.
 
   Riley raced to Kasey’s side. “What’s wrong?” Riley slid to the floor next to her and took one of the pictures from Kasey’s shaking hands. “Is this why you called?”
 
   Kasey nodded.
 
   Riley studied the picture, passed it to Von, then looked over Kasey’s shoulder at the other. 
 
   “Why would someone send me these?” Kasey whispered.
 
   “Are these pictures that you took?” Von asked.
 
   She shook her head.
 
   “Careful handling them then.” Von leaned in for a closer look.
 
   One picture had been taken from a distance. Nick’s silver truck lay cocked to one side in the middle of the river. Steam rose from the hot engine. The other picture was more of a close-up, but the quality was so poor that, had Kasey not seen the first photo, she wouldn’t have known that the picture was of Nick’s truck.
 
   “Why?” Kasey repeated. “I don’t understand why someone would send these.”
 
   “I have no idea,” Riley said. “A cruel joke?” Riley studied the picture more closely, then handed it to Von. 
 
   He took the pictures to the kitchen counter where the light was better.
 
   Riley helped Kasey to a chair at the table.
 
   “Where did you get these? E-mail?” Von held the flimsy paper to the light.
 
   “A courier. I assumed the envelope was from Cody Tuggle’s tour manager. I had to sign for them.”
 
   Von raised a brow, then tore a piece of paper off the grocery list hanging on the side of the refrigerator. “What time?”
 
   “Just a few minutes ago.”
 
   “Did you notice the color of the vehicle?”
 
   “White? No. I don’t know. Maybe a light color. A car.” Kasey rubbed her temples. “I didn’t pay attention. I’m sorry.”
 
   “Was there a note, or just the pictures?”
 
   “There were a few pieces of blank paper and some cardboard.”
 
   “Where are they?”
 
   “In the living room. On the floor.”
 
   Von gathered the evidence, then dialed the lead detective on the case to bring him up to date. Kasey and Riley sat silent at the table.
 
   A quick rap at the front door shifted their attention. 
 
   “Hello,” a man called. 
 
   “Who is that?” Riley asked.
 
   “I’m in the kitchen,” Kasey called out, then turned back to Riley. “It’s Jeremy. He comes by after he drops off Grem at the salon.”
 
   Jeremy stepped into the kitchen. “I saw Von’s car out front. Anything new?”
 
   Von hung up the phone and joined them at the table. “Someone sent these to Kasey.” He slid the pictures in front of Jeremy.
 
   Jeremy reached for them.
 
   “Don’t touch them,” Von said too late. Jeremy already had them in his hands.
 
   “Wow.” Jeremy leaned in closer. “Is that—? That’s Jake in the truck, isn’t it?”
 
   “What?” Kasey’s eyes went wide. She jumped to her feet and looked over his arm at the picture. “I didn’t see any...give me that.” Kasey grabbed the picture from his hands. Riley rushed to her side. 
 
   “I don’t see anything.” Riley glared at Jeremy.
 
   He shrugged.
 
   Kasey ran her finger across a shadow. “No. He might be right. Look. Is that the outline of my baby in the backseat?” She handed the picture to Riley. “Excuse me.” She ran to the bathroom, crying.
 
   Riley slapped Jeremy’s arm. “Why the hell did you do that?”
 
   “What?” He rubbed his arm. “You don’t see it? This could prove he’s alive. Someone had to be there to take these pictures.”
 
   “It doesn’t prove anything. It’s just plain mean,” Riley said. 
 
   Von stepped over, his voice low. “Don’t give her hope, man. She’s just started acting like herself again.”
 
   “Do what you want. She’s like family to me and if I see hope, I’m giving it to her.” Jeremy plopped down in one of the kitchen chairs.
 
   “And we’re not?” Riley’s jaw tensed. “She’s my best friend. Don’t make this worse for her.”
 
   Kasey came back into the kitchen with a handful of tissues, her eyes red and puffy. “What the hell do I do now?”
 
   Riley wrapped her arms around Kasey. 
 
   “How can I leave now? This just makes it worse.”
 
   “Kasey, don’t do this to yourself. Von will follow every lead. You know that. We’ll update you every day. I promise. But, honey, you really need to work. You need to get your feet moving again. It’s not going to get any easier.”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “You can’t do anything to help the investigation. You’ll just be waiting again.”
 
   Kasey looked to Jeremy. “You haven’t said anything. What do you think?”
 
   He stood. “You need to do what you think is right. You know I’ll support you no matter what. Doesn’t look like you need my help anyway.” He glanced at his watch. “I’ve got to pick up your grandmother.”
 
   “I understand. Thank you for coming by.” Kasey gave Jeremy a hug, then walked him to the door. She glanced over her shoulder then grabbed Jeremy’s arm.
 
   “Wait,” she whispered. She tugged him out the front door and out of view.
 
   He followed her lead, with a look of bewilderment on his face. 
 
   “You can help.” Kasey closed her eyes, gathering strength.
 
   He took her hands into his own. “Anything. What?”
 
   “If I knew he was safe or not—just one way or another—I could at least live my life. It’s the uncertainty of it all that I can’t stand.” She steepled her fingers under her chin. “If you’ll come with me. I mean, oh gosh, I can’t believe I’m doing this. Call that tea leaf lady. You’ll come with me, right?”
 
   “Of course. Yes. I’ll take you, be there every step of the way.” He held her hands in his. “Thanks for letting me help.”
 
   “I hope I don’t regret this.”
 
   “You won’t,” he said. “I’ll call you later tonight, as soon as I have the details.”
 
   Kasey watched him drive off in Grandma Emily’s Mercedes.
 
   Riley stepped up behind her. “What was that all about?” 
 
   “Nothing.” Kasey reached for Riley’s hand and squeezed it. “I think I should call Cody and let him know I’m considering not coming on Friday.”
 
    
 
   In just a few hours, the Rolly farmhouse buzzed with renewed energy as the detective and Von pieced together the information and the source of the pictures. Von had already tracked down the courier. But the point of origination on their docket was a different courier located outside of Richmond. 
 
   As the debriefing wound down, the detective gathered the courier packet and contents. He promised to have the lab expedite the test for trace evidence. 
 
   “This could prove Jake’s alive? It’s proof, right?” Kasey prayed he’d tell her what she wanted to hear. She raised her eyes to meet his level stare. “I mean, there’s a chance —”
 
   “Mrs. Rolly, there’s a chance until we find proof otherwise. We’re going to do everything we can. An investigation like this takes time.”
 
   That wasn’t what she’d wanted to hear. He’d given her hope, but not any more or less than she had the day before. She picked up her cell phone from the end table and dialed Cody Tuggle’s direct line.
 
   “Yeah-lo.”
 
   “Hi, Cody. It’s Kasey Phillips.”
 
   “Hey. Getting excited? We can’t wait for you to join us. Nashville is always a kickin’ town.”
 
   “Yes, but that’s why I’m calling. I might not be coming this Friday. I’m not sure yet, but there’s a lead on Jake.”
 
   “A lead? That’s great. You do whatever you have to do. What can I do to help?”
 
   “Nothing. I mean, we’re not even sure it’s a lead. Someone sent me some pictures of the accident. I’m probably fooling myself, but I didn’t want to leave you hanging at the last minute, so I thought I’d let you know.”
 
   “Thanks, but I’m flexible. This project might be the end of the world for Arty, but not for me. Your son comes first.”
 
   Cody Tuggle was nothing like the man in the gossip rags. He was kind-hearted and gentle, and she couldn’t have happened onto a better friend.
 
   Von and Riley left to give her some time alone. 
 
   Kasey couldn’t eat. She couldn’t rest. She sat. She stood. But mostly she paced the living room with Dutch at her heels. The detective had left just hours ago, yet she still prayed each minute for the phone to ring. 
 
   When it did, the caller wasn’t someone with news about Jake, it was Jeremy.
 
   “I just got off the phone with Lala” he said. “She’s in town.”
 
   Sheer black fright coursed through Kasey’s veins. Although she’d never heard the tea leaf lady's name until now, she knew whom Jeremy was referring to and every alarm in her head was ringing. She hoped the name Lala wasn’t just more proof that this was crazy la-la-land kind of stuff. I hope I don’t regret this. “When?”
 
   “She can do a reading for you tonight, or next Tuesday.”
 
   An icy chill seemed to paralyze her. “If I wait, I won’t do it. Let’s do it tonight.”
 
   “Want me to come get you?”
 
   “No, it’s too far. I’ll meet you. Hang on.” Kasey rummaged through a drawer for a pen, then grabbed a cereal box to write on. “Where?”
 
   “We could use the carriage house. Your grandmother is already in bed. She’ll never know.”
 
   Kasey dropped the pen and blew out a breath. “I’m on my way, then.” 
 
   Please let this bring me some answers.
 
    
 
   When Kasey got to the estate, she drove past the main house to the carriage house. She’d lived there for years, so at least the surroundings were a comfort. She walked inside. Jeremy sat across from a tall woman with a long braid. She wore jeans and a t-shirt.
 
   The woman looked normal enough, but the whole thing didn’t feel normal. “How do we do this?”
 
   “Relax,” the woman said. “You can call me Lala.”
 
   Nodding, Kasey held back a nervous giggle.
 
   Lala sat with the elegance of a ballerina. “Where will you be most comfortable?” Her voice was velvet-edged and strong. 
 
   Kasey took a seat on the adjacent loveseat. “Is this okay?”
 
   Jeremy got up and disappeared into the kitchen. When he walked back into the room, he carried a wide black tray. It shone in stark contrast to the white porcelain teapot and wide-mouthed cup and saucer arranged in the middle.
 
   Kasey placed her hand over her heart, wishing it would stop beating so hard. 
 
   Lala reached over and touched her. “Don’t be afraid.”
 
   After a brief discussion about the process, Lala poured steaming water over loose tea leaves in the cup and handed it to her. “Hold this in the palms of your hands as it steeps.”
 
   Kasey accepted the cup and gave Jeremy a worried glance. He hung by the kitchen. Watching.
 
   “Focus on your question.”
 
   Kasey closed her eyes and focused all her energy on Jake. Her hands trembled. If this helped, it was worth every bit of the fear that consumed her.
 
   Lala’s low voice broke the silence. “When the tea is cool enough, sip it. But don’t drink it all. Leave the last sips and tea leaves in the bottom.”
 
   Kasey steadied herself and took a sip. 
 
   Is this tea making me lightheaded? Relax! You’re doing this for Jake. 
 
   She drank most of the tea. Lala took the cup, then swirled the contents with purpose. She picked up a square paper napkin from the tray, placed it in center of the saucer, then flipped the cup upside down on top of the napkin.
 
   Kasey wondered how long this would take, and if her courage would sustain. All my hopes are trapped under a china cup.
 
   Lala righted the cup. She inspected it. Slowly. Methodically. Then she scribbled on a paper at her side. She never uttered a word.
 
   Kasey leaned in, trying to decipher what Lala had written. The scribbles made no sense.
 
   “So much here,” Lala said, her voice louder, confident—almost vibrating “A lot of emotion in your life.”
 
   No kidding.
 
   “There is an answer to your problem. The answer is in your circle, but yes, new friends are coming your way to help.” Lala twisted the cup and drew another symbol on the tablet. “Does the letter L mean anything to you?”
 
   Kasey looked up. L? “No. I don’t think so.”
 
   “It’s a strong L. Lee perhaps? Any connections to a Lee? Place, person?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “It’s in front of you, so perhaps you haven’t intersected just yet. But soon.” She nodded and twisted the cup again. “Good news is coming your way.”
 
   I can’t believe I fell for this. 
 
   Lala pointed a long finger into the cup and tipped it toward Kasey. “This egg and the smaller one near it represent success or perhaps a business opportunity.” She pointed to the side of the cup near the handle. “See here, this is the anchor—the answer to your problem. It’s close. And here, the angel. She’s good news.”
 
   Everything from that point forward was a blur. Kasey’s mind clung to those words.
 
   The answer. 
 
   Good news. 
 
    
 
   As Kasey drove home, she realized nothing the mysterious Lala had said was specific.
 
   Smoke and mirrors. 
 
   Why had she let herself fall for such a scheme? She knew better. Clutching the steering wheel, she looked into the starry night and hoped she hadn’t just done something that would backfire on her with some kind of bad karma. 
 
   God, please forgive me. I’m desperate.
 
   Exhausted by the time she got home, she went straight to bed. 
 
   She closed her eyes to the images Lala had scribbled across that page. Hieroglyphics inspired by clumps of messy wet tea leaves that looked like nothing to her told Lala a story. Or was it just what Kasey had wanted to hear?
 
   Kasey prayed that dreams of Nick would soothe her worries during the night.
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   The next day was a long one, but Kasey promised herself she’d put last night behind her. When the phone rang, she tripped over Dutch as she lunged for it. 
 
   “Hello?” she said as she steadied herself.
 
   “It’s me.” 
 
   Riley’s voice was a welcome one, but not the one she’d hoped to hear. “Hi.”
 
   “Sorry. No more news. Von’s still working on every angle and so are the police.”
 
   “Why does everything take so long? I mean, you can get almost anything on the internet in mere seconds. But when the information is important, it takes so long. It doesn’t seem right.”
 
   “I know. I thought I’d come do a sleepover tonight, if you want. Might make the waiting easier. Or heck, maybe we’ll have news by then and we’ll be celebrating.”
 
   Kasey smiled. “Von won’t mind?”
 
   “Not at all. Are you kidding? He’ll be happy to have all the pillows without a fight.”
 
   “That would be great. Thanks, Riley.” Kasey’s jaw dropped. Riley—Lee. Maybe that was the “L,” the Lee, Lala had referred to?
 
   “I’ll be over as soon as I finish cooking dinner for him. I’ll bring you something.”
 
   “Don’t bother. I can’t eat,” Kasey said.
 
   “Well, you need to. You need your strength. I’ll see you shortly.”
 
   Kasey hung up the phone and curled up on the couch. Dutch sat in front of her, resting his chin on her leg. She stared out the picture window at nothing until the daylight started to dim. 
 
   No lights out here in the country. 
 
   No neighbors. 
 
   No family. 
 
   No life.
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   Headlights streamed into the now dark living room where Kasey still sat huddled on the couch next to the house phone and with her cell phone in her lap. She turned on the lamp when Riley stepped onto the porch.
 
   “It’s me,” Riley said, as she let herself in.
 
   Kasey responded with half a smile. Her stomach growled in response to the familiar smell of home cooking. “You made chicken and dumplings.” Riley knew it was her favorite.
 
   “Comfort food. Lord knows we deserve it.” Riley dropped her purse in the corner and put a paper sack on the coffee table. She retrieved two covered bowls and spoons from the bag, handed one to Kasey, and snuggled next to her on the couch with the other. “At least try.”
 
   Kasey swirled her spoon in the bowl. “Any news?” She lowered her head and blew across the top of the piping hot broth.
 
   “A little, but don’t get excited. Whoever sent the pictures went to some trouble. They’ve traced the package back through two couriers to the origination point, but they didn’t ask for any identification at origination.”
 
   “Great.”
 
   “It gets better. You won’t believe who the paperwork says the pictures were sent by.”
 
   Kasey raised her eyes and held Riley’s gaze. “I’m almost afraid to ask.”
 
   “You. It says they were sent by Kasey Phillips.”
 
   “Why would I send those pictures to myself?”
 
   “You wouldn’t. This is a case of bad record keeping or a good cover up. They put your name in both the To and the From blanks on the shipping form.” Riley took a bite of chicken and dumplings, then set her bowl on the table. “There’s one other thing.”
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “The package originated in Nashville.”
 
   Kasey blinked as she realized the connection. “That’s where I was headed to pick up Cody’s tour.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “If my baby is in Nashville....” Kasey set her bowl next to Riley’s. “Do you think Jake is alive and in Nashville?” She shook her head. “This doesn’t make sense. Why would he end up so far away?”
 
   “Don’t get your hopes up. I mean...wait...I know that sounds awful. I want you to have hope. We all want to find him, but this doesn’t mean....”
 
   “I know. I know. I could drive myself crazy. Or maybe I am, and I printed bad unfocused pictures and sent them to myself.”
 
   Riley put her arm around Kasey and they shared a laugh. The first one in a long time and Kasey wasn’t sure if the tears were from how good it felt to laugh, or how anxious she felt about Jake at the moment. 
 
   Kasey’s cell phone rang. 
 
   Riley reached for it. “Want me to get it?”
 
   “Would you?”
 
   Riley snagged the phone and answered. “Kasey Phillips’s phone. May I help you?” Riley’s eyes went wide. She mouthed ‘Cody Tuggle’ to Kasey, and Kasey nodded in response. “Yes, she’s right here. No, I think she’d want to speak to you. One moment.” 
 
   Kasey took the phone and filled him in on the latest details.
 
   “Nashville? Then I can help. We can get the word out. I have promo spots on radio and television in every stop on this tour. We can post a picture. What Amber alert can’t do, maybe the Tuggle country music fan club network can.”
 
   “I wish.”
 
   “No. I’m serious. I can slip that in on every stop. What are they going to do, tell me to shut up?”
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   “It’s a risk I’ll take. Come on out to Nashville as scheduled. If your son is anywhere near there, you’ll be that much closer when they find him. I’ll jet you wherever you need to go.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Yeah. And if it’s not a good lead, the tour will be a good distraction for you.”
 
   He was right. “I can’t thank you enough.” Kasey hung up the phone, feeling hopeful and more confident in her plan. 
 
   Riley raised a brow and smiled. “Is the trip back on?”
 
   “It is.”
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
   When Kasey landed in Nashville, she headed for baggage claim. The rush of being on a schedule again was a welcome diversion. As soon as she stepped off the escalator, she spotted her driver. The black-suited man was as short and stout as the capital letters that spelled out her name on the sign he held in front of him. She introduced herself.
 
   He nodded. “Schaffer, ma’am. I’ll be your driver while you’re in town. How many bags do you have?”
 
   “Four,” Kasey said, then felt the need to explain. “Four in all. One for clothes, and three full of equipment and supplies.”
 
   He grabbed a cart and headed to the baggage carousel just as the belt started chugging and an array of bags eased past. Cody’s road manager had sent special stickers for her luggage which made the four cases easy to spot. 
 
   The driver grunted while lifting her equipment onto the cart. Kasey cringed. 
 
   “Ready, ma’am?” he asked, as he lifted the final one into place.
 
   “Thank you,” Kasey said, then followed him to the limousine, trying to figure out how to ask for a favor.
 
   He opened and held the door of the stretch limo. She slid onto the fine leather of the back seat. The car shifted from the weight of her bags when he loaded them into the trunk. He rounded the limo and got in. 
 
   “I know you’re supposed to take me to the hotel, but would you mind stopping at this address?” Kasey handed the driver a piece of paper noting the address. “I don’t know if it’s on the way.” She watched for a response.
 
   “Not a problem, miss.” He punched the address into the GPS, then eased into traffic.
 
   A few minutes later, he parallel-parked the car in front of Victory Courier Service. 
 
   “Thanks. I’ll be just a few minutes.” Kasey opened the car door, but the driver was around to her side before she stepped out. She felt herself flush.
 
   He held the door. “Take your time.”
 
   She got out and stood there for a moment. What do I think I’m going to find out that the cops didn’t? The thought froze in her brain. While on this tour, she’d do everything she could possibly do to find Jake. If she rattled a few cages along the way, so be it. 
 
   Neon signs indicated that the shop was open for business. Filled with determination, Kasey walked to the door. Three giant bells on a single piece of twine jingled as she entered the small shop, then stepped to the counter. 
 
   A balding white-haired man looked up from his newspaper and peered at her over the top of his glasses. His plaid western shirt had seen better days, but its rosy orange color matched his cheeks.
 
   “How can I help you today?” he asked with a warm smile.
 
   “Are you the owner?”
 
   His long wiry brows seemed to dance above his eyes. “Yes, ma’am. Is there a problem?” 
 
   “Oh, no, nothing like that. You spoke to the police earlier this week about a package.”
 
   His smile faded. “Yes. The one the lady sent to the courier in Virginia?” 
 
   “That’s the one.” Thank God, he remembers. “Do you remember what she looked like?”
 
   He studied her. “Yes. Yes, I do.”
 
   Her heart raced, and she prayed she wouldn’t screw up anything the police had already done. Was he going to answer? 
 
   His face softened. “I remember her because, you see, she was wearin’ one of them fringy coats. Kind of looked like a hippy from back in the sixties. She’d have been a looker back then, but you’re too young to know what I mean by that. She was tallish. Long, straight brown hair. Said she was just passing through.”
 
   “You’re sure?”
 
   “Positive. Why do you ask?”
 
   “I’m Kasey Phillips. The package was sent to me.”
 
   He wagged a crooked finger toward her. “No, young lady. You are not the lady that sent that package.”
 
   She nodded. “Oh, I know. Do you think if I sent an artist over, you could describe her well enough for them to sketch a picture?”
 
   He tapped his finger to his temple. “Mind like a steel trap. I can do that.”
 
   “Excellent,” she said, her voice jumping as high as her hopes.
 
   “You seem pretty excited about that. Mind me askin’ what this is all about? Police wouldn’t share much.”
 
   “No, sir. I hope you can help me.” She told him the story of the accident and Jake’s disappearance. 
 
   He reached across the counter and patted her arm. “I’m so sorry.”
 
   “Me, too. I pray for any lead that might help me. Mr.... Where are my manners? I’m sorry. I didn’t get your name.”
 
   “Lightner.”
 
   She grabbed a business card off the counter. “I’ll have someone call and set up a time to come by as soon as possible, Mr. Lightner.” 
 
   “That’ll be fine. I hope I can help.” His brows wiggled again. “I bet you’re a wonderful mother.”
 
   She pressed her hands to her heart. Her eyes welled. “That’s a nice thing for you to say. Thank you.” She shook the card his way as she backed out of the store. “I have someone waiting on me, but we’ll be in touch.”
 
   He waved goodbye, shook the paper open, and turned his attention to the morning news.
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   Back in the limo, Kasey couldn’t contain her excitement. She thanked the driver so many times for stopping that he rolled up the window between them. 
 
   She dialed Von and passed along the news. Once he finished fussing at her for going to the courier service, he agreed to arrange for a sketch artist to visit Mr. Lightner and follow through with the lead.
 
   A newfound sense of strength came over her. She relaxed against the fine leather, basking in the knowledge she was doing everything she could think of to find Jake. 
 
   The driver looked at ease as he maneuvered through the traffic, then parked in front of the hotel. Kasey was greeted by a concierge who escorted her to Cody Tuggle. As they passed through the lobby, the concierge introduced himself as David Allen. He was so proper she didn’t dare ask if those were his first and middle names, or first and last, though she wondered. He told her the bellman would retrieve her bags and deliver them to her suite. She hadn’t expected this level of opulence in décor or service. 
 
   David Allen led her to a private elevator and punched in the code for the penthouse. When they reached the top floor, they stepped into a marble sitting area with a skylight overhead and faced a set of huge double doors. David Allen pulled a gold key from his suit pocket and twisted it in the lock.
 
   Kasey entered the grand room. White marble floors glistened as bright as fresh Aspen snow. Carpeted areas sectioned off the space with pile so deep her high heels sank, making it hard to keep balance. She followed through the huge space toward the hum of conversation. An impromptu interview area had been arranged at the far end of the room—two large black leather chairs and stage lights that burned so bright she sensed the sizzle from yards away. Near the interview area, Cody sat with a paper cape tucked into the collar of his white shirt. A pretty blonde dabbed his forehead with a sponge.
 
   “You made it.” Cody said, leaning to dodge the woman who was now coming at him with a huge makeup brush. “I was getting worried.”
 
   Kasey hadn’t considered that her little detour would be noticed by anyone but the driver.
 
   Cody spoke to a dark-haired woman who then crossed the room to greet Kasey.
 
   “He’ll wrap up in just a little bit. I’m Annette. I run the publicity campaign for his tour.” She extended her hand.
 
   Kasey accepted the handshake and introduced herself.
 
   Annette’s dark hair swung across her shoulders as she spoke. “Cody filled me in on your son. I’m so sorry. I can’t even imagine....”
 
   “Thank you.” Kasey took in a deep breath.
 
   “He’s getting ready to do an interview with the local TV affiliate. You’re just in time. He said you’d have a picture. We’ll get them to show it at the end of the interview, and Cody will explain the situation. I hope it helps.”
 
   “You don’t know how much this means to me.” Kasey took a manila envelope out of her shoulder bag and handed it to her.
 
   “It won’t hurt Cody’s reputation any either. I have a hard time getting him to do interviews. He’s always hell bent on staying off camera, but then paparazzi just make up stuff about him. That’s never good. You’re in the biz. You know.”
 
   “All too well,” Kasey said.
 
   Annette tugged the photographs out of the sleeve. 
 
   “They’re all the same. I made fifty copies.” Kasey had taken the picture after a long day at a picnic. Jake had been sweaty and dirty—all boy—and clutching his Bubba-Bear to his chest. 
 
   Annette took in a quick breath and her eyes went glassy. She rubbed her fingers under her nose. “He’s adorable,” she said in a compassionate tone.
 
   Tears teased the rims of Kasey’s eyes. She couldn’t let that start. Not here. Not now.
 
   “Thank you for all your help.” She excused herself before she lost control.
 
    
 
   Kasey poured herself a glass of water and filled a small plate with food from the huge spread that had been laid out for the crew. She took a seat and watched Cody and the television host. Cody looked nervous. Stiff. He’d been the same with her on the photo shoot at first. 
 
   Once the interview got going, he loosened up and the real Cody came out—charming and full of humor. Toward the end of the interview, Cody asked the host if she would do him a favor. 
 
   “Of course,” she gushed. “Anything for you, Cody.”
 
   Cody shifted gears—from playful musician to sentimental man.
 
   He cleared his throat and leaned forward, resting his forearms on his knees and forming a steeple with his fingers. Kasey guessed that the cameraman was zooming in on him.
 
   “Bad things happen all the time. Usually to really good people. I have a friend, a real nice lady; she’s had a rough time. Long story short, her son is missing. We’re going to flash a picture for you. If you’ve seen this child, please call the toll-free number below, or contact the station here.”
 
   Kasey held her breath. She might as well because her throat was suddenly so tight that no air could pass through it. 
 
   Cody looked her way, then repeated the phone number and the description of Jake.
 
   She tilted her head and mouthed the words, “Thank you.” A dormant strength awakened inside her, a welcome feeling that she really wasn’t alone in all of this.
 
   “If your tip brings this little man home to his momma, I’ll pay a generous reward for the lead.”
 
   Why hadn’t I thought of that?
 
   The producer called from the side, “Aaaaand, that’s a wrap.”
 
   Cody thanked the interviewer, then the entire crew, appearing much more relaxed since the camera had stopped rolling. He made his way over to Kasey. 
 
   “The segment will air across the Nashville area on the six o’clock news,” Cody said. “Don’t worry about the reward. I’ll pay it.”
 
   “You’re doing enough just getting Jake’s picture out there,” Kasey said, still amazed by his generosity.
 
   He grabbed an Orange Crush from an ice bucket and twisted off the top. He took two long swigs. “Those lights are hot.”
 
   “You’re changing the subject.”
 
   “Yeah. I’m the star. I get to do that.” He winked. “Did you want to change before we go over to do the sound check?”
 
   “You always get your way?”
 
   “Pretty much.” Cody picked up a white phone from the bar and, in what seemed like less than a minute, the concierge was back to escort her to her quarters. 
 
   Quarters. Excuse me. Talk about first class treatment.
 
    
 
   Kasey stayed close to Cody on the tour, jetting from city to city and staying in constant contact with Riley for updates. She became a part of the group in no time flat. They even had her wearing a tour do-rag of her own by the time they arrived in the third city.
 
   She found it easy to get caught up in the excitement that filled the arena when Tuggle hit the stage. Every show sold out, and she’d gotten creative with the concert shots, even perching high among the lights in Austin, Texas.
 
   Cody had been right. She couldn’t have followed along in her RV, even if the tour stops had been on the east coast. The pace was too fast, the crowds intense. Women cried when they saw Cody Tuggle on stage and swooned when he grabbed the mic and sang. Traveling with Cody turned out to be easiest for Kasey because they were gone before the crowds finished cheering, miles away while the fans still held lighters in the air, begging for an encore. 
 
   Within a week, they’d played Nashville and three cities in Texas. They’d drawn a full house in Beaumont, Austin and Corpus Christi, but tomorrow night’s show in San Antonio had sold out in record time. They added a second show the following night to accommodate the demand. The added date meant a tricky travel timeline as they moved east, but the road manager assured them they could squeeze in another show.
 
   In each city, Cody used his stardom to get the word out about Jake. The radio and television stations were open to helping out. Kasey had never felt safer with so many people on her side working to find her son. In San Antonio, the local radio show even put Kasey on the air. They activated their Country Super Star Alert system. The 800-line had received some calls, and Von and a team of specialists ran down all the leads. So far, nothing had panned out, but at least they were trying. Riley kept Kasey up to date with daily reports. 
 
    
 
   After the final song at the second San Antonio show, Kasey and Cody were whisked away to catch the jet. There was no time for any of them to wind down after this show. Even the band had to move out in a hurry.
 
   On the private jet, Cody sat in his usual spot—a large reclining seat that had been supersized to fit his huge frame. She strapped herself into one of the seats in the front of the plane where Annette and the road manager liked to go over their plans. 
 
   After a smooth takeoff, Kasey stared out the window as the lights of the city dimmed beneath them. Cody strummed his guitar. She could just barely hear him humming over the white noise of the plane.
 
   The flight from San Antonio to New York was long compared to the little hops they’d made over the past week between the Texas cities. Kasey downloaded images to her laptop and worked on them for a while until Annette stretched out on the couch. Afraid the clicking and typing on the computer would bother her, Kasey shut it down for the night. She took a novel out of her bag, moved to the other side of the plane, turned on a single overhead light, and pulled a plush velour blanket over her legs. She snuggled into its warmth and read while Cody strummed a soft melody behind her.
 
   Lost in the novel, she never heard Cody put down his guitar or move through the cabin until he sat in the seat next to her.
 
   “Can’t sleep?” he asked.
 
   “Winding down. You?”
 
   He reclined the seat and rested his hands on his stomach. “I’m always geared up for a while after a show. Music is what I always wanted to do. Even as a kid. It’s like living a dream every time I set foot in front of those folks and share my songs. Sometimes I think my heart will just burst from the happiness I feel.”
 
   “They sure love you.”
 
   His blue eyes narrowed. “No news yet? About Jake, I mean.” 
 
   She shook her head, holding her raw emotions in check. “No. They’ve had some calls, but nothing that’s turned into a lead. Yet.”
 
   He patted her arm. “It’s still early, and we have a lot more towns.”
 
   “Needle in a haystack. That’s what if feels like sometimes, but I can’t give up,” she said. 
 
   “You’ve got your head on straight. If you still feel he’s out there, he is. Go with your heart. God’ll let you know when it’s time to do otherwise.”
 
   It was the first time she’d heard him reference God, but she could tell by his tone it wasn’t the first time he had. 
 
   “I’m sure you miss your husband, too.” 
 
   A tumble of emotion assailed her. “You can’t begin to imagine.” She’d never forget a single detail of Nick’s face, the love in his eyes. “We were soul mates. We hadn’t even known each other long when he asked me to marry him.” Kasey paused. “Why am I telling you all of this?”
 
   Cody shrugged and leaned back. “I have that effect on all the girls.”
 
   “I bet.” Kasey laughed and continued, “He married me even though I was pregnant with another man’s child. He loved that baby as if he were his own, with never so much as a word that he wasn’t.” A thoughtful smile curved her mouth. “We were the kind of couple that never had to say a word to know what the other was thinking. Nick gave my life meaning.”
 
   “You were lucky.” Cody’s voice was gentle. “Smart to recognize such a rare blessing and hang on.”
 
   She turned to him. A look of sadness passed over his features. “That sounds like experience talking.”
 
   His brow wrinkled. “I’ve made some mistakes in the past. Left some pretty special people behind in my pursuit of a music career.”
 
   “Sounds like you didn’t leave the memory behind.”
 
   “Memories.” The beginning of a smile tipped the corners of his mouth. “They won’t keep you warm at night.”
 
   “You got that right.” Her reborn zest for life comforted her. “They say people come in and out of your life for a reason. Thank you for being here for me now.”
 
   “It works both ways,” he said. Their eyes locked, but neither of them moved. Cody reached up and clicked off the overhead light. “We better get some rest. Tomorrow’s another big day.” He closed his eyes, took a deep breath, and let it out slowly. 
 
   She couldn’t take her eyes off him. 
 
   This man, who shouldn’t have a burden in the world, was helping carry hers. 
 
   An angel. A guardian angel. I pray Jake has one, too.
 
    
 
   New York City whooped it up big with the country band. Who would have thought a bunch of city folks could get down country-style? But they did. Since the band wasn’t leaving town that night for the next show, they treated the sold-out crowd to a good old-fashioned jam session as the encore. Kasey wasn’t sure who was having more fun, the band or the fans.
 
   The band was in good spirits from the impromptu jam, and Annette was thrilled that Cody had come to her about doing a couple extra guest spots while they were in town—something he rarely did. He wasn’t big on self-promotion, preferring his music to stand on its own. Yet he seemed to think that helping Kasey was a worthwhile way to use his celebrity. He did all three morning shows for the networks, and even two late night shows. 
 
    
 
   The next morning, Kasey sat across from Cody watching for his reaction to the latest set of proofs. 
 
   “You gonna get that?” he asked.
 
   “Oh. It’s me?” She dug in her purse for the phone. “I never get calls in the morning.” Kasey’s heart pumped as she flipped open the phone. 
 
   “Hello?” Please be a lead, she prayed.
 
   “Your grandmother is in a hell of a tizzy.” Jeremy spit out the words like pellets. “You better call and explain to her soon, else I’m liable to just leave. She’s driving me crazy.”
 
   “What’s going on?”
 
   “Nothing, until your grandmother picked up those gossip papers at the grocery store. There you were, right on the cover.”
 
   “Me?”
 
   “Well, you all tucked down in the arms of that rock star.”
 
   “You’ve got to be kidding me.” Oh. My. God. She mouthed to Cody.
 
   “The picture was bad enough, but the article all but has you cheating on Nick while you were married, and offing Jake to be with Cody Tuggle.”
 
   Blood pounded in her temples. Was this Grem just trying to get attention again? “You better be kidding, and if you are your joke is not funny.” 
 
   “You haven’t seen it?” His tone made it clear that he wasn’t kidding.
 
   “Which one?” Her jaw tensed. 
 
   Cody’s eyebrows rose. 
 
   Kasey pressed the speaker button on her cell and held the phone so Cody could hear. 
 
   The sound of papers shuffling came from the other end, then Jeremy said, “The one I have here is The Insider. She has another one in the other room. Does it matter?”
 
   “If The Insider is running the story, everyone else will have it by the end of the week.” Kasey’s temper rose, and Cody’s nostrils flared with fury to match. “Tell Grem to quit reading that trash. You know none of it is true.” 
 
   “Yeah, like that will happen,” Jeremy said. “You know how she loves that celebrity gossip.”
 
   He was right. “Tell her the story’s not true. I’ll call her when I cool down. I appreciate the heads-up.” She threw the phone in her purse and dropped her head into her hands.
 
   She glanced up at Cody. His lips were thin with anger. They exchanged a knowing look, a been-there-done-that-and-this-t-shirt-sucks kind of look. 
 
   Kasey said, “Houston, we have a problem.”
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
   “What should we do?” Kasey hoped Cody would have an answer.
 
   Cody reached for his phone. “I’ll call Annette. She’ll know who to contact.” Before he could dial her number, she called him to tell him the same news. They spoke while Kasey lugged out her laptop and brought up the internet to search for the article.
 
   It was easy to find. It splashed the front page of their website. 
 
   Unfortunately, the angle of the photo used on the cover of The Insider made Cody and Kasey appear a bit snuggly. It was just the other night. Cody had been shielding her from a heavy crowd of screaming women as they ran to the limo after the show in New York.
 
   She twisted the laptop screen toward Cody who was still talking to Annette.
 
   He winced.
 
   The article was pure smear—anything to hike sales. Cody’s reputation made profitable news, only this time she was caught right in the middle. She called Von to warn him and see if he could help insure it wouldn’t hinder the investigation. 
 
   Annette ran damage control, and Von tried to keep the investigation from getting sucked into the mayhem. At noon, the Southampton County Sheriff was scheduled to make a statement to the press on Kasey’s behalf. She was thankful for their willingness to publicly support her and dispel the nasty rumors. The focus could then return to their quest to find Jake.
 
   The morning was supposed to have been leisurely, but they’d spent just about the whole time doing damage control until the driver came and whisked them away to the airport to head to the next city.
 
   On the plane, Kasey second-guessed joining the tour and every move she’d made.
 
   Once they were in flight Cody stepped behind her seat and rubbed her shoulders. “Don’t worry. The crisis will blow over before we land in Connecticut. If it doesn’t, I’ll clear the air in the next interviews. Annette is a miracle worker when it comes to stuff like this.”
 
   “I’m so sorry. If I’d just taken the bus with the guys, this wouldn’t have happened.” Kasey put her laptop aside.
 
   “Don’t be silly. Besides, I like having you with me.” He squeezed her shoulders, then came around and sat next to her. “You’re a special lady.”
 
   “I think you’re pretty special, too,” she said. “I don’t know what I did to deserve such a great friend, but I sure am thankful for you.”
 
   “No, I mean really special.” He held her gaze. “I’m so relaxed around you. I can be myself. You don’t even seem impressed by me. I like that.”
 
   Kasey laughed. She was impressed all right. Impressed he could be this down-to-earth with women falling at his feet every day.
 
   “Seriously,” he said. “Not just anyone can adapt to this kind of lifestyle, or fit in with this group of assorted nuts I consider family.”
 
   “It’s not hard. I feel like a princess,” she admitted, but reminded herself that this wasn’t her lifestyle.
 
   “I know it’s crazy timing, but I had to tell you how I feel.” He held a finger to her lips before she could respond. “Don’t say anything. I just wanted you to know.”
 
   It was true that being with Cody was easy, but her heart wasn’t open to those kinds of thoughts. He was a welcome distraction and he’d saved her when she didn’t think she could bear to go on, and a wonderful man, no argument there, but....
 
   “Don’t get me wrong. I can see us being great friends—lifelong friends, but my life is a mess. I married my one true love and my heart is in a million pieces. I’ve been so worried about my little boy I’ve barely grieved for Nick. I won’t say I’ll never be in a relationship—because never is a risky test—but I can tell you right now I can’t even imagine it.” 
 
   Did I just turn down Cody Tuggle? They’ll certify me crazy for sure.
 
   “You don’t have to explain,” he said.
 
   “My only priority is my son. Being a mother to Jake was the best thing I’ve ever done. I have to find him. I appreciate your help. If he’s out there, it’s your help that is going to bring him back.”
 
   “I’m glad I can help you.”
 
   She cocked her head. “My turn to change the subject.” She wiggled her brow trying to lighten the mood. “Have you ever been close to getting married?”
 
   “Close? Sort of.”
 
   “So there was someone special. What happened?” Kasey settled in for the story. 
 
   “It was a long time ago. She was ready. I wasn’t. She found someone who was. End of story.”
 
   “Ouch.”
 
   “You can say that again.” Cody recoiled like he’d been slapped. “Guy swept in while I was doing a string of bar gigs. He owned an Italian restaurant. Stuck the ring right in the middle of a plate of spaghetti. Didn’t sound so romantic to me, but she went for it.”
 
   “You should hear how Nick proposed to me.”
 
   “No spaghetti, I hope.”
 
   “No. He slipped a rubber fishing worm around my finger. I wore it for a week until we had time to get a real ring.”
 
   “I’d love to have seen that.”
 
   “It was sweet.”
 
   “Guess you had to be there.”
 
   “Yeah. Like I said, when it’s right you know it, and even something hokey like that comes off like Prince Charming.” She smiled. It was nice to remember the good times with Nick. “Any of those early hit records about her?”
 
   “Just about every one of them. Damn near broke my heart, but I wanted to perform. Music is in my blood. She just couldn’t wait.”
 
   “Sorry.”
 
   “Yeah. Were y’all married a long time?”
 
   “Nope. I must have gotten a dozen proposals over the years. Riley teases me that I could have a charm bracelet from all the rings guys insisted I keep. Things just never felt right until I met Nick. I knew the day I met him that he was the one.”
 
   “That’s how I felt about Lou,” Cody said with a nod. “I know exactly what you mean.”
 
   “Lou? That ought to have stirred up a few rumors.”
 
   “Hey, don’t laugh. Her name was Bettie Lou. We just called her Lou for short. Bettie was too prissy for her.”
 
   Kasey twisted in her seat and belted out a verse of Bettie Lou’s Got a New Pair of Shoes.
 
   “Funny. Do you think that’s the first time I’ve heard that?” Cody laughed and shrugged it off. “Be nice.”
 
   “Sorry. Have y’all kept in touch?”
 
   “No.” A big grin spread across his face. “We didn’t part on the best terms. She probably has two kids and a dog. I blew it. Why bother?”
 
   “You never know. Marriages don’t last. People change. She could’ve been your one true love.”
 
   “You believe in that crap?”
 
   “Sure.” Kasey folded her hands in her lap. “I do. Mine was perfect.” She shrugged. “You ought to look her up sometime. It might be fun to catch up, live in the past for a little bit.”
 
   “Maybe I will—if If you don’t think I’m your one true love.” He said it playfully, but there was a glimmer of hope in his words. 
 
   “You’ve been a wonderful distraction, but I could never live in this world, and you could never live in mine.”
 
   With that, he tipped her nose. “Never say never. That’s risky.”
 
   “Touché.”
 
   “I’ll let you get back to your work,” he said.
 
   She shifted her laptop back into her lap and tried to concentrate on the behind-the-scenes pictures she’d shot. This tour had stolen America’s heart, and by being on tour with them, Kasey had the chance to show the real man behind the music and provide fans a peek behind the scene. This group, the band and crew, really seemed like an extended family—Cody at the center. That came out in the pictures. Fans would love them. There was no trail of half-dressed groupies in his life. He poured every ounce of his energy into his performances. A positive vibe came through in all of the pictures. She was excited to be the one behind the camera to share this aspect of Cody with the world
 
   Kasey smiled at the shots of the band and crew cooking burgers and eating off paper plates—far from the glamour people would expect to see from such a successful band. And even though Cody was the reason they all were on tour, he acted like one of the gang. The guys and gals enjoyed the simple things and the meaningful things. The few band members who were married had wives and children in tow. Unlike a mechanic who never turns a wrench when he gets home, or the landscaper whose yard is full of weeds, the band members jammed almost every night into the wee morning hours. It wasn’t work but rather what they truly loved.
 
   But the group’s creativity didn’t stop at music. They’d rigged a basketball net on the back of the bus. It probably wasn’t regulation height, but no one seemed to care. They played hard, cutthroat to the point of needing a designated referee for their games. 
 
   There were touching moments too, like when Cody visited the children’s hospital to say hello to some of the young patients and brighten their stressed parents’ days. Kasey let children take pictures with her big camera and promised to email their shots to them. The children were elated. The smiles and tears in the parents’ eyes, as they watched their sick children glow with the excitement, was a reward she wouldn’t soon forget. Cody’s schedule had been tight, yet no one would have known. He moved at a leisurely pace and gave one-hundred percent to those folks. The children and their parents had been his priority at the time. Everything else had to wait. 
 
   At the end of each week, she completed proof sheets so Arty and Cody could choose favorites along the way. That helped her make sure the shots encompassed the diversity they needed for the book. It was already being hyped. 
 
   Kasey posted the top three blooper shots on the bus bulletin board after each concert. It was quickly becoming a tradition. She easily picked up on some of Cody’s quirks, like his love for barbecue. Barbecued chicken, ribs, pork, beef, goat, even potatoes and corn. If someone barbecued it, he’d eat it. Not only did he love to eat barbecued anything, he also loved to grill. They had a fancy one loaded right there on the bus, and Cody spent a lot of time grilling for the gang. 
 
   Kasey had captured dozens of pictures of Cody in different barbecue eateries, big and small, across the country. It was in a small barbecue shop in Texas that they’d teased about Cody becoming the next Bobby Flay and having his own barbecue cookbook. Arty Max grabbed that idea like a pit bull on a steak. He’d already pitched it to a New York publishing house, and they were thrilled with the idea. Kasey and Cody agreed to go to the famous Annual Texas Goat Cook-off over Labor Day weekend to kick off that project. 
 
   The tour was successful—from the west coast across the Midwestern plains, and now working its way up and down the east coast. Sometimes they hit four cities in as many days with little down time in between. The tour had been well organized, yet there were a few times that Kasey wasn’t sure which city they were in. Itineraries posted on the plane and buses helped everyone stay on course. 
 
   Kasey was exhausted, but it felt good to have control over something again. She had plenty of sad nights, but more often than not, she was so tired she didn’t have time to think. She thanked God that Cody had turned up when he did and offered her this escape. The photography work was mindless. She got lost in the creativity, and no one needed or wanted anything from her. What a relief. 
 
   The busy schedule relieved her from making any major decisions and of the emptiness at home. She just followed along. Even in the hurried pace of it all, she knew that Christmas was around the corner. She hated to think of facing it alone.
 
   The whole Tuggle clan and all of their family members would gather at Cody’s ranch for a three-day Christmas celebration. They’d invited her, but she didn’t want to bring anyone down so she’d declined.
 
   “You can’t skip Christmas,” Cody insisted. 
 
   “I can try. I know I can’t wish it away, but the holidays are going to be hard and I don’t want to drag anyone else’s down with me.”
 
   “You won’t. You have to come.”
 
   She shook her head. “I—”
 
   “I happen to know you don’t have anything better to do. You may as well join us. You can get more pictures. Who knows. You might just have some fun while you’re at it.” 
 
   “Okay, okay. I’ll come. But if I get weepy, you have to promise you’ll send me to my room.”
 
   “It’s a deal, but I plan on making sure you’re fine.”
 
    
 
   On Christmas Eve, they’d sung Christmas carols into the wee hours of the morning, then everyone exchanged gifts. Kasey had created collages for each of the band members and road crew to commemorate their role in the big tour. Everyone loved them. It was what she did best, and the project had kept her mind in a good place. 
 
   She got gag gifts from the road crew, and her obsession with red licorice garnered her more of the stuff than she could eat in a lifetime. The drummer had even taken the time to weave hundreds of red licorice ropes into the shape of a cowboy hat. 
 
   The break for Christmas proved to be fun and relaxing. As much fun as the break was, the band and crew, including Kasey, were all ready to get back on the road.
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   The first show after Christmas was in Raleigh, North Carolina. A buzz filled the air as over eighteen thousand fans piled into the arena. Once the opening band cleared the stage, Kasey took her place down in front. Tonight she’d take the final pictures. Tomorrow morning she’d head home.
 
   Cody opened with his first number-one song. The crowd went nuts, singing along. Fourteen songs in, the crowd was just as engaged. They didn’t even notice that she’d moved out of the orchestra area to the catwalk above them. She zoomed in on the audience for reactions and captured a wide-angle panoramic.
 
   By now she knew how many songs they’d play before Cody’s first wardrobe change and the order in which the last three songs were performed. She had all the pictures she needed, so she let the camera swing on her neck strap and sat cross-legged on the catwalk, high above the stage. The last song, one of the few ballads Cody had recorded, was her favorite. She wiggled into a comfortable position and waited for the final song.
 
   But Cody didn’t follow the six-chord fade into the song he usually closed with. Instead, he took the mic from the stand and swung his guitar to his back. He repositioned his hat, a nervous tic. She’d noticed that a while back.
 
   “Can I get personal with ya for a minute?” he said. 
 
   The audience cheered.
 
   “You’ve been terrific, Raleigh. I want to play something special.”
 
   They went wild.
 
   “It’s a song I’ve been workin’ on for the past couple of months.”
 
   A hush came over the crowd; only a couple of whistles broke it.
 
   “You may have heard that I’ve been trying to help a friend get the word out about her missing son.”
 
   Kasey gulped. What is he doing? 
 
   “You might not have heard that we’ve been photographing this tour for a book. You’re part of that. The book will come out next fall. I hope you’ll buy a copy. Not for me, but because twenty percent of every book sold is going directly to the National Center for Missing and Exploited Children.”
 
   Kasey reached out to steady herself. His overwhelming generosity was dizzying.
 
   The crowd hooted and howled.
 
   “I knew I could count on your help.” Cody shaded his eyes and looked to the projection booth. “Johnny, will you put that picture up for me?” 
 
   Jake’s picture filled the floor-to-ceiling backdrop. 
 
   Kasey snapped her mouth shut in utter disbelief, her gaze clouded by tears.
 
   “Thanks.” Cody looked back at the picture, shook his head, then turned back to the crowd. “This is Jake. He’s been missing since Hurricane Ernesto came through these parts a while back. If you see him, would you please contact the police? His mother, a very dear friend of mine, she’s looking for him.” He swung his guitar back around. “This song is called A Mother’s Love.”
 
   No one in the band joined in. It was just Cody and his guitar.
 
   Kasey clutched the metal railing with both hands as she listened, recognizing the melody immediately. She’d heard it a hundred times in the plane. 
 
   She was drawn into his words, and then the bridge 
 
   A child is born and placed in the arms of his mother.
 
   A powerful love, and a bond like no other.
 
   There to protect, to guide and to grow,
 
   A love as strong you’ll never know.
 
   By the second verse, the band members joined in. 
 
   When Cody sang the bridge, the crowd sang along. Every mother in the crowd must have felt this song to her core. The audience swayed below Kasey as she cried. 
 
   When the song ended, Cody turned his back to the crowd, knelt on one knee and dipped his hat to Jake. Then he rose, faced his fans, and waved as he headed off the stage.
 
   Kasey would usually have been backstage well before now, but her knees were like jelly. The house lights would come up in about three minutes. She couldn’t stand, much less descend the ladder from the catwalk. She watched as the fans cheered for Cody, hoping he would come back on stage. He rarely did. 
 
   The house lights came up. Kasey watched from her spot in the sky as people shuffled toward the exits. Roadies moved in to unhook cables and disassemble what they’d just assembled a few hours ago.
 
   She pulled her feet underneath her and stood, holding the rail to steady herself. Then she headed for the ladder and made her way to the stage level. As she stepped on the last rung, Cody startled her.
 
   “I couldn’t find you.” He steadied her by the hips as she climbed down. “You had me worried.”
 
   She reached up and hugged him. “That was a beautiful song. Thank you.”
 
   He held her tight, rocking her in his arms. “You’re welcome. You’re a beautiful mom.”
 
   She let go and stepped back. “I can’t believe I’m leaving tomorrow.”
 
   “You don’t have to,” he said, and raised a brow.
 
   Kasey paused, but only for a second. “It’s time. I have to handle things at home. I’m not sure I’m really ready, but I know I can get through it now.”
 
   “I understand. It’s been good having you around. Real good.” There was an awkward silence. “A driver will take you home tomorrow.”
 
   “You don’t have to do that. I can rent a car.” 
 
   “Don’t be silly.” They walked down the tunnel to the SUV that would shuttle them back to the hotel. “It’s taken care of.” 
 
   The driver leaped from the car when he saw Cody, but Cody waved him off, opened the door himself, and helped Kasey in.
 
   They rode in silence on the twenty-minute drive to the hotel. The driver let them out at a back entrance. 
 
   “Hey, guys.” Cody said to the two security guards who stood nearby. He gave them a nod, and he and Kasey disappeared around the corner.
 
   Cody took her hands in his. “I’m not very good at goodbyes.” 
 
   “It’s not goodbye. We’ll be in touch.”
 
   He nodded. “Count on it.”
 
   She hugged him. 
 
   He held her for a long moment. “You take care of yourself, and please let me know if you need anything. Anything. I mean it.”
 
   She nodded.
 
   “Keep me posted on Jake, too.”
 
   “I will.”
 
   He hooked his arm. She threaded hers through his. They got on the elevator. When it stopped on the twenty-third floor, Kasey backed out. 
 
   “Thanks again,” she said. 
 
   “See you soon.” He tipped his hat.
 
   She wondered if he was trying to be cute, or hiding how he felt. The elevator doors closed. The chime sounded on the floor above, the penthouse, where he was staying. She turned and walked to her room, humming A Mother’s Love.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
   The day after the Raleigh concert, Kasey said her goodbyes to the band members. It was a lot harder than she’d expected, kind of like when she’d left her friends for the summer after school let out. 
 
   As the limo moved into traffic, she noticed the glossy white box on the seat. A perfect Tiffany-blue bow crossed over a card—from Cody. He’d done so much for her. Opening the box seemed so final. 
 
   Cody isn’t the only one that’s not good at goodbyes. 
 
   She pushed it aside and decided to wait until she got home to open it. 
 
   Home. 
 
   It was time. 
 
   Kasey wondered if Dutch would act as if she’d only been gone a day.
 
   The smooth ride lulled her to sleep. By the time she woke up, she was close enough to home to recognize her surroundings. Her stomach swirled a little when the limousine pulled into the driveway. 
 
    
 
   Her RV and Porsche were parked side-by-side in front of the house, next to the crumpled metal heap of Nick’s truck. Her heart spiked as she relived the moment when she’d seen it in the river. There was no fixing it. She should’ve sent it to the crusher, but it was hard to let go of anything that had belonged to Nick.
 
   The driver came around and opened her door. She stepped from the limo and stretched while he got her bags from the trunk. 
 
   “You can leave them on the porch.” 
 
   The driver had sweated through his starched white shirt by the time he heaved the last bag onto the porch. Relief washed over his face when he closed the trunk. 
 
   Kasey handed him a stack of bills.
 
   “It’s been taken care of.”
 
   Of course it has. Thanks, Cody.
 
   The limo kicked up a cloud of dust as it drove down the lane. 
 
   Leaving her alone.
 
   Standing on the porch, she wrapped her arms across her body and took it all in. Not ready to go inside, she walked down to the yard and followed the edge of the wooden fence that outlined the pastures. The air seemed fresh, the sounds from the animals familiar. Birds chirped and there was that gentle buzz she’d grown to love. 
 
   Goats called out as if they recognized her and hoped for a handout. One of the older does came to the fence. Kasey recognized the animal as one of Nick’s favorites. She twisted off a small sprig of pine needles from the tree next to the fence and dangled it over. The goat nibbled the needles, then stepped up on the fence with its hooves to get closer, begging for more. Kasey petted her nose. 
 
   She brushed her hands on her jeans and sat on the white bench under the trio of river birch trees. She and Jake had spent so many afternoons in this spot while Nick worked the horses and goats. Thunder rumbled and the north sky grew dark. Nick would know if it would rain or not. He’d said he could smell it. 
 
   She crossed the yard to the front porch. The swing swayed as the wind picked up. She, Nick and Jake had spent countless hours in that swing. Nick had combed his fingers through her hair and dropped kisses into the crook of her neck. Even now, the memory caused the same shiver of seduction. 
 
   Kasey’s tears still fell, but not as often. Now her loss seemed more of a dull ache, not so fresh and pink. 
 
   Huge raindrops splattered against the metal roof and dotted the sidewalk. She opened the front door, and Dutch ran outside to greet her. He panted and pranced from paw to paw, his tail whacking the front door. 
 
   “Calm down, old boy.” Thunder clapped in the distance. Dutch ran back into the living room. He hated storms. She rolled her luggage into the foyer just as the wind sucked the front door closed with a slam. 
 
   “It’s okay, Dutch,” Kasey consoled the dog. He looked bigger than she remembered, and grayer. “Did you miss me?” 
 
   She walked into the kitchen and flipped on the light. A huge stack of mail cluttered the edge of the counter. 
 
   Mostly junk, I bet.
 
   She tucked the phone under her chin and dialed Riley. “I’m back,” she said as she sorted through the mail. 
 
   Riley squealed. “I’ve missed you like crazy. How’s it feel to be back home.”
 
   “Good,” she admitted. 
 
   “Did you meet the new farm manager?”
 
   Kasey looked out the window toward the barn. “No, and I didn’t see a truck out back. He must be gone for the day.”
 
   “Maybe. He’s working out great.”
 
   “Thank you so much for hiring him for me. I wouldn’t have known what to ask or where to start.”
 
   Riley said, “Don’t thank me. That was all Von. I bet Dutch was happy to see you.” 
 
   “You better believe it. He about knocked me over when I came in.”
 
   “I’ll probably do the same thing when I see you. Be ready.”
 
   “Thanks for the warning.” Kasey laughed.
 
   “Why don’t you come over for dinner tomorrow and fill us in?” 
 
   “Sounds good.” It was weird to have no schedule. No calendar to check. Kasey hung up and carried the mail into the living room. 
 
   The rugged maleness of Nick filled the space. Being away must have been healing, because it was easier now to be around his and Jake’s things. More comforting than painful to touch them, to be close to them. 
 
   Nick’s cell phone lay on the end table where she’d left it. Kasey had kept the account open just so she could hear him on his voice mail. She dialed it, and listened:“Hey now. This is Nick. You just missed me, but leave a message and I’ll get right back to ya. You can count on it. Later. Bye.” 
 
   Short and to the point. Good thing, too, because every time she listened to it, she held her breath. If the message went on any longer, she might pass out. 
 
   There were several new voice mails. She held the cell phone to her chest. It was true. You couldn’t hide from grief. All she’d done was postpone it. 
 
   Kasey took a deep breath, then went back to flipping through the mail. She tossed the trash into one pile and made a ‘keeper’ pile that was much smaller. She caught herself in mid-toss, looking at an envelope that stood out from the rest. It wasn’t a slick window envelope and wasn’t metered bulk mail.
 
   The return address was Emporia, Virginia. Handwritten addresses, not in a scrolling script but in a man’s rushed scribble.
 
   She ran a manicured nail under the edge of the flap and pulled out the letter.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
   Kasey read the letter twice. She recognized the name of the sender. Riley had taken down messages while she was away, and his name was among the callers. He hadn’t specified what he wanted, so Kasey hadn’t returned his calls. The letter was as cryptic as the phone messages. Chaz Huckaby wanted Nick to call him. 
 
   She picked up the phone and punched in the long distance number. The call was long overdue.
 
   “Huckaby, can I help ya?” the man answered with a southern twang. 
 
   “Um, hello. Is this Chaz Huckaby?”
 
   “It is indeed,” he replied with enough energy to charge a battery.
 
   “I’m returning your call, and responding to a letter you sent my husband. I’m married to Nick Rolly. You’ve left a couple of messages for him.” She stalled, not wanting to get to the part where she had to say the words—that Nick was gone.
 
   “Oh, uh...yeah. Just need him to give me a ring, princess.” His voice held a rasp of excitement.
 
   “Yes.” She cleared her throat. “About that. Mr. Huckaby, he won’t be returning that call. He…” The words caught in her throat.
 
   “It’s Kasey, right?”
 
   How does he know my name?
 
   “Yes. How did you know?”
 
   “Nick talks about you all the time. Is he okay?”
 
   “No. He was in a car accident.” She heard the squeak of a chair on the other end of the line. “He didn’t....”
 
   “Oh.” 
 
   She heard the gasp of realization—thankful she didn’t have to finish the sentence. 
 
   Chaz said, “I am so sorry.”
 
   “Me, too.”
 
   “I wondered why he hadn’t returned my calls. I just figured he was busy. I didn’t know.”
 
   She couldn’t respond.
 
   “Nick is a good man, and that little Jake is the apple of ol’ Nick’s eye—no question about that. Yours too, I’m sure. How’s he taking it?”
 
   “You know my son?”
 
   “Yes, ma’am. I got to know Nick and Jake pretty well.”
 
   Who is this man?
 
   “May I ask how? I’m sorry, but your name isn’t the least bit familiar. And the letter you sent doesn’t make sense.”
 
   “I guess it can’t hurt to tell you now. Under the circumstances, I guess it’s time the secret was shared.”
 
   “Secret?” The word stabbed her heart. “Nick and I didn’t have secrets.”
 
   A hearty chuckle came over the line. “Yes, yes. Maybe secret was the wrong word. Surprise. Yes, a surprise is a better way to say it.”
 
   “You’re confusing me.”
 
   “Your anniversary is week after next, right?”
 
   Kasey blinked in surprise. She hadn’t even thought about that, but he was right. “Yes, sir. It is…would have been.” Tears balanced on her lashes.
 
   Who was this stranger who knew Nick, Jake, and even her anniversary date?
 
   “While you were doing those photo shoots, your husband and son were trekking out here to work on a surprise for you.”
 
   “I dialed a long distance number. Where are you?”
 
   “Near Emporia. The town’s called Adams Grove. Nick bought a house out here last year. Beautiful land, but it needed a lot of work and fencing. Anyway, Nick and Jake loved it. They decided that it was the right thing to do.”
 
   “What was the right thing to do?”
 
   “Surprise mommy, of course.” His laugh carried a unique force, like a riptide tugging you in. 
 
   “Nick wouldn’t make a major purchase like that without telling me.”
 
   “I don’t know about all that. What I do know is that Nick did a lot of talking about living in the moment. He said y’all had dreamed about property further out from the hustle of Virginia Beach. Said he thought this one was perfect. He loved you a lot, said you worked too dang hard. He was excited about surprising you—said this house would be your dream home.” 
 
   His warm laugh and deep southern accent were comforting, but what he was saying just didn’t make sense. 
 
   Kasey asked, “Do we owe you money? Is that why you’re calling?” She wondered how many more things she’d have to figure out on her own.
 
   His hearty chuckle boomed across the line. “No. No, ma’am. This property is paid for lock, stock and barrel. He’s got the deed somewhere. In fact, the renovations were all paid up front, too. I’ve been trying to get to Nick because we had a deal that I would get all the renovations done for him before your anniversary. It was going to be a surprise.”
 
   “I’m surprised all right.”
 
   “I’m sorry for your loss, Kasey. It’s okay if I call you Kasey?”
 
   “Yes. Of course.”
 
   “Nick was an easy partner, and I considered him a friend. And that little boy of yours…” he choked on the words, “…he was a little bundle of energy, cute as a button in those boots and hat. I’m sure it’s been hard on him—losing his daddy.”
 
   She swallowed hard, thankful that Chaz rambled on so she didn’t have to address the comment about Jake. 
 
   “They both loved you very much. They talked about you all the time.”
 
   “Thank you, Mr. Huckaby.”
 
   “I’m sure Nick would love for you to see what he’d been working on. When would you like to come?”
 
   “I don’t know. Can I call you back? I’m afraid I’m a bit overwhelmed.”
 
   “Of course. Tell you what. I’ll keep an eye on the place for you. That’s no problem. You take your time. Call me when you’re ready.”
 
   “That would be great. Thank you. Where did you say it is again?”
 
   “It’s out past Emporia—not far off of Route 58.”
 
   “Now it makes sense.” It came out as almost a whisper. This explained why Nick had been on Route 58 that day.
 
   “Are you okay?”
 
   She held the phone with both hands. It suddenly weighed a ton. She knelt to the floor to keep herself from falling. “Mr. Huckaby, when did you last see Nick and Jake?”
 
   “Let’s see. I left that afternoon for my daughter’s wedding. Would’ve been the last Saturday in August. Right before the hurricane.”
 
   Her jaw went slack. “I bet you were the last person to see Nick.”
 
   “Oh, my.” His voice was low and quiet.
 
   “Nick died on Route 58. They were supposed to have been on the Eastern Shore. At least that’s what he’d told me. But now it’s all starting to make sense. He was up there at that house.”
 
   “Probably,” Huckaby said. “No. Not probably. He was here. I remember.”
 
   “Mr. Huckaby, let me get my thoughts together and call you back. I do want to meet with you. I want to talk to you about that day and see what Nick was up to, but my head… well, I don’t know…this is just too much for me to absorb right now.”
 
   “Take whatever time you need. I’m here whenever you’re ready. You just let me know what I can do. All right?”
 
   “Thanks. Goodbye.” Kasey hung up the phone. The news made her shiver. She reached for the throw on the back of the couch and spread it across her legs to chase the chill—it smelled of Nick’s cologne. She breathed in the familiar scent. “Nick, what were you up to, you sneak?”
 
   At first, she felt angry, even a little betrayed. She and Nick didn’t have secrets. At least she didn’t. But then she thought about the times they had sat outside, she leaning back between his legs, taking in the starry view and dreaming of a quieter place. The beautiful farm was Nick’s heritage, but the green line of Virginia Beach encroached a little more each year. Now the once peaceful and serene countryside was often disturbed by the blazing sound of jets from nearby Oceana Naval Air Station practicing maneuvers. 
 
   The pleasant memory of those dreams made her smile. They’d talked about what their home would look like. What it would be like. They’d looked at a farmhouse the summer before last, but a change in Kasey’s schedule kept them from making an offer on it and someone else had snatched it up. Nick wouldn’t have wanted to lose another perfect place. But how had he kept it a secret? It must have been torture for him. How sweet that he’d planned to surprise her for their anniversary. 
 
   Had Nick not been thinking of her, trying to surprise her, maybe he would still be here today. 
 
   She wished she could turn back time and change the events that had landed her in this terrible place. 
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
   Kasey pressed redial on Nick’s cell phone. His voice was a comfort. “Hey now. This is Nick. You just missed me, but leave a message and I’ll get right back to ya. You can count on it. Later Bye.” 
 
   Like a junkie when it came to his voice, she needed to hear it, yearned for the soothing sound of it. At least now the tears didn’t flow every time she heard him; instead she felt warm inside. She missed him like crazy. She tugged Jake’s little denim jacket off the coat rack and breathed in the smell of Fruit Loops that still filled the pockets. Jake loved the green loops best. They matched Daddy’s tractor. 
 
   Dutch walked over and pushed his nose under her hand, licked the salty tears from her cheek, then snagged a couple of the stale Fruit Loops from her hand. 
 
   She glanced at the clock. It was close to seven, but she had a feeling that Chaz Huckaby would answer no matter what time she called. She punched in his number.
 
   “Mr. Huckaby?” Kasey asked.
 
   “Yes, ma’am. Who’s calling?”
 
   “This is Kasey.”
 
   “Well, hello there, Ms. Kasey. I was hoping you’d call back. Your husband put a lot of love into that property for you. I know he’d want you to see it.” 
 
   “I’d like to. Can you give me directions?”
 
   “I can. But why don’t you meet me in Emporia at the shop here, and I’ll drive you over?”
 
   “If it’s no trouble…”
 
   “None at all. It’d be my pleasure. When would you like to come?”
 
   “I’d like to come right now, but I guess morning will have to do. Can I call you when I’m on my way?”
 
   “You bet.” He gave her the address of his store. “I look forward to talking to you in the morning.”
 
   Kasey felt close to Nick and Jake as she hung up the phone. She called Dutch, who came running to her. They went outside. She sat on the back porch, and Dutch bounded out into the yard. 
 
   Frogs and crickets chirped in the night. She pulled a tissue out of her pocket and blew her nose. She must have scared Dutch because he came bounding back up the stairs. 
 
   “Come on, boy, let’s hit the sack.”
 
   She went back inside and locked the house. Dutch followed her upstairs and sprawled out on the floor as she got undressed and slipped under the covers. She hung her arm over the side of the bed to pet Dutch—needing the connection as she tried to relax. But she was too anxious to sleep. 
 
   Conversations between her and Nick replayed in her mind. Talks about their dream home in the country. How they would decorate it. A simpler life. He would’ve loved it if she'd have stayed home and been his wife, Jake’s mom, and scrapbooked all day. She had planned to do that...someday. But she’d put it off too long.
 
   When the alarm sounded, it was just a reason to get up because she’d been peeking at the clock almost every fifteen minutes all night.
 
   She was dressed and out the door in record time, only to find a hard frost on her windshield. She slid behind the wheel and turned the key to start the car and get the defroster going. Not a click. Not a groan.
 
   “Damn this old car and its crappy electrical system!”
 
   She slapped the steering wheel and went back inside. Von would help her, but she wasn’t ready to tell him about her conversation with Chaz. He’d tell Riley and they would all have to go, and she didn’t want to share this yet. She wasn’t sure what to expect, but she was sure she wanted to go alone.
 
   The keys hanging on the rack next to the door caught her eye. She could take Nick’s T-Bird. She’d ridden in the antique car a million times, but had never driven it. Nick had tried to talk her into driving, but she liked being his passenger. 
 
   “What the hell.” She snagged the Ford keychain off the rack, grabbed her purse, and headed out back where the car was parked. 
 
   “Come on, Dutch. Let’s check this out.”
 
   He ran ahead of her toward the barn and sniffed around the car while he waited for her to catch up. 
 
   She lifted one edge of the cover on the car and whipped it in the air to push it back. Dust sparkled in the sunlight as she swept the cover back and let it fold onto the ground behind the car. She opened the car door, then just stood there for a moment. Her fingers trembled as she grabbed the steering wheel and slid behind it. She twisted the key in the ignition. The engine turned right over. The gas tank was full, ready to go.
 
   “Meant to be, I guess.”
 
   She pulled the directions from her purse and tucked them in the console, then idled the light blue car out from under the shed roof and drove up to the house. She put Dutch inside, jumped back in the car, and headed west.
 
   Nick’s favorite AM sports station blasted through the crackling static on the radio. No surprise there. She turned down the volume and smiled at the memory of the playful banter she and Nick used to have about sports radio.
 
   This early in the morning, the drive was easy, the traffic light. As she made her way toward Emporia, she stopped at the site of Nick’s accident. She hadn’t been there in months. The trees still bore bruises from the impact. She walked a short distance down the road, squatted next to the first bruised tree, and prayed for her boys, remembering the day that had changed her life forever. She wished someone had recognized the woman from Mr. Lighter’s sketch, but that lead had led absolutely nowhere. It seemed no matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t catch a break.
 
   Nick, do you even know how much I miss you? 
 
   She reached for the tree and steadied herself. Nick’s absence burned deep to her core, but she still felt that Jake was alive—somewhere. 
 
   A noise came from the woods.
 
   Jake?
 
   No, just a white-tailed deer scurrying for cover. 
 
   Kasey forced herself to get back in the car and continue her journey. 
 
   The road sign showed just eleven miles to Emporia. Two turns off of Route 58, and she was in front of Huckaby’s shop. Parking places were scarce along the curb of the Main Street address, so she parked a block down the street and sat in the car for a minute.
 
   Am I really ready to do this? 
 
   She gathered herself, then headed up the sidewalk toward Huckaby’s store. The hand-lettered sign on the old Main Street building read Huckaby House and, in smaller letters, Real Estate & Renovation Supplies & Rifle Range.
 
   “Talk about a jack of all trades,” she said with a giggle.
 
   She made her way to the door thinking there must be a diner nearby—the smell of bacon permeated the air. She twisted the old brass knob on the tall wooden door. Bells tinkled as she stepped inside and closed the door behind her. The air was stale, as it often was in these old buildings, but the shop looked clean and shipshape. Any other day she would have loved to rummage through all of this old stuff. Reclaimed mantels, corbels, and rows of stained glass panels lined one side of the space. On the other side, wooden shelving lined the wall, and bins overflowed with original doorknobs and hardware. Heaven for any picker or renovator.
 
   A grayish-blonde man with a bushy moustache and Captain Kangaroo bangs wheeled around the corner of a display counter.
 
   “Good morning,” he boomed. His joyful smile was as genuine as the white of his name tag.
 
   “Hi. You must be Mr. Huckaby.”
 
   Kasey extended her hand. Even without the name tag, she would have recognized his energetic voice.
 
   “Call me Chaz. You made it here quick.” He stepped back and took a good look at her. “How did I not guess? Jake has your eyes and chin.” 
 
   She smiled. People always said that. “Is now a good time?”
 
   “Absolutely.” He called over his shoulder. “Ben, I’m heading out.”
 
   In the back of the shop, a man raised his arm over a counter, signaling he’d heard. 
 
   Chaz nodded. “All right.” He jingled his keys in his pocket and held the door open for her. “Let’s go. I’ll drive.”
 
   “Okay. Let me grab my camera.”
 
   Kasey didn’t say a word on the ride, but he didn’t seem the least bit bothered by her silence. He hummed the whole way there. She noticed the hearing aid in his ear and wondered if he realized he was humming out loud.
 
   They turned off the main road onto another that was heavily treed and winding, paved but narrow, with no painted lines. She could see why Nick would like this area. The land wasn’t hilly, yet rolled just enough to add interest. Huge old trees lined the edge of the road, marking their territory. The terrain was a nice change from the flat land in Tidewater. 
 
   After two miles of passing only trees and a cotton field, Chaz slowed the truck. Ahead, a white clapboard single-story house with a red tin roof sat at the end of a long blacktop driveway.
 
   “This is it,” she said. Kasey knew. She and Nick had talked about it enough that the picture was clear in her mind. The house was a perfect match.
 
   “Yes, it is.” Chaz looked pleased as he parked the truck in the driveway. “It’s nice, isn’t it?”
 
   The porch ran the length of the house. At the far end of the porch, a swing hung from chains —just like at the Rocking R.
 
   White vinyl fencing outlined the fields for as far as she could see. When she and Nick had repainted all the fencing at the farmhouse last year, she’d told him she wanted vinyl. He’d argued that she was a city girl and there wasn’t anything like good old wood. She smiled at the vinyl. She hadn’t even known she’d won that battle. He had done this for her. 
 
   An old barn stood at the top of the hill in the back.
 
   “How many acres?” she asked.
 
   “A little over two hundred, a lot of it trees. Good huntin’ back here.” He opened the glove box and retrieved a keychain.
 
   She slid out of the truck and walked toward the house, her camera bag on her shoulder. Chaz hung back for a moment, giving her the space to see the dream as Nick had seen it.
 
   A red tricycle sat abandoned on the front porch. She could picture Jake, pedaling until he was sweaty, racing across the front yard and up and down the smooth asphalt driveway. 
 
   After a bit, Chaz joined her. “Ready to see inside?”
 
   “Yes.” She smoothed her hands on her pants and stepped toward the door. 
 
   Not only was the house renovated, it was, for the most part, decorated and furnished. It matched every detail they had discussed and a few she knew were all Nick's—like the oversized leather recliner with the remote control balanced on the arm that was not too far from the big television. 
 
   Just like at home. 
 
   Nick was everywhere in this space.
 
   “It’s exactly how we planned.” She turned to face the large stone fireplace. She knew just what picture belonged over it: the one of Nick and Jake.
 
   Chaz stood near the door, allowing her to take the time she needed. 
 
   In the master suite, a wall of windows overlooked pastures that backed against the thick tree line. Goats? She walked back out to Chaz. 
 
   “Who has been taking care of the goats?” she asked.
 
   He laughed. “Oh, they’re no problem. The 4-H club comes out twice a week to check on ’em. Nick has an automatic feed and water system out there. Not much to do most of the time.”
 
   “Of course he does.” She smiled. “How many are there?” She put her hand up, “No, let me guess. One buck and twenty does?”
 
   “Yeah. I think so. You psychic or something?” His fluffy moustache wiggled as he spoke.
 
   “Hardly. I just know my husband. Twenty does and a buck—the perfect starter herd. I’ve heard him say it a million times.” Her eyes welled with tears, but she felt happy to be standing here in the middle of this dream.
 
   Several male cardinals flitted in a tangle of bright yellow forsythia. They whistled back and forth. Kasey thought of Riley. If Riley had been here, she’d remind her that the birds were a sign. A lucky sign.
 
   “Cardinals, good luck,” she said quietly, and she believed it, because this was the first day she’d felt like herself in months.
 
   “What do you think?” Chaz asked. 
 
   She hugged her arms around herself. “I think I married the most wonderful man in the world.”
 
   He nodded.
 
   “Are you in a hurry?”
 
   “No, honey, I’m not in a hurry. You take all the time you need.”
 
   “Do you mind if I take some pictures?”
 
   “Not at all. I’m just gonna sit out here on the swing. You go on.”
 
   She wandered through the rest of the big house—big enough to fill with the additional two children that she and Nick had hoped for. But there wouldn’t be any more babies in her future. Shaking off the gloomy thought, she continued touring the rooms. 
 
   Nick had designed the most amazing darkroom and lab for her, and right off that room he’d built what she knew he intended for her framing and scrapbooking projects. In a large L that lined two entire walls were slanted, counter-height work surfaces that lifted to offer storage. Her heart tugged at the sight of the bins with cubbyholes, perfect for designer scrapbook paper, and pegboard with hooks for scissors and other supplies. He’d thought of everything. In the closet there were slots to store glass and mat board without damage. 
 
   “Amazing.”
 
   She carried her camera from room to room, photographed the house inside and out, from every angle. Then she walked outside and took pictures of the landscape. Breathtaking.
 
   She walked over to the porch. “Thank you for everything, and for your part in this surprise. It’s wonderful.” Kasey nodded in appreciation. “I could live here.”
 
   “It’s yours. No reason you can’t.”
 
   Realization struck. She felt lighter as everything became clear. “You’re right. I guess I could.”
 
   He nodded.
 
   “Yes. Yes, I can, and that’s exactly what I’m going to do.”
 
   “You’ll love it. I grew up around here. The people are nice. It’s a great place to raise that little boy of yours.”
 
   She wasn’t ready to talk about Jake. Did Chaz really need to hear about that right now? Her heart couldn’t take the switch in emotions and right now she felt happier than she had in a long time. No sense screwing that up.
 
   “How soon could I move in?” Her mind hummed on all cylinders, thinking about how to make this happen.
 
   “It’s Nick’s gift to you. You can stay tonight if you want to.”
 
   She put her hand over her mouth and nose and breathed in. Her eyes tingled, but this time the tears weren’t filled with sadness. She felt joy, or peace—something good inside. “No. But I will be back soon.”
 
   Chaz smiled and put his arm around her shoulder, dropping the key into her hand. “Welcome to the neighborhood, Kasey. It’s all yours.”
 
   She clung to the keys, holding them close to her heart.[bookmark: _Toc256242968]
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Sixteen
 
    
 
   Kasey tapped the steering wheel as she drove. She felt alive again. For the first time in months, she had a clear direction. 
 
   Until she and Nick had fallen in love, she never would have considered living outside of the city limits. In fact, many times she’d considered moving to New York City, Chicago, or even Atlanta to get closer to the action. No one had been more surprised than she when she felt so at home in Pungo with Nick. Of course, that was because Nick had been there. Even so, she could picture herself living in that adorable home on Nickel Creek Road. 
 
   She laughed when she realized Nick could be short for Nickel.
 
   Funny coincidence. I bet you noticed it right off, didn’t you, Nick? A selling point, right? 
 
   He’d thought of everything. She wouldn’t have to pack much except for her clothes and a few personal items. Her dreams with Nick could still survive, and she intended to live them. Nick and Jake would always be in her heart. No one could cheat her out of that. 
 
   Nick would have wanted her to live in their new home in the country and hire someone to run the Rocking R. She could leave the farm in the hands of the caretaker for 4-H. There were funds already set aside to make that happen. It was just a matter of taking the time to do it. 
 
   Kasey relaxed back in the seat. She could almost smell Nick’s cologne. Her mind told her that it was just the car, but her heart felt close to him, as if he was watching over her. That made her happy.
 
   She enjoyed driving the Thunderbird. No wonder Nick had loved this car. It didn’t handle like her Porsche, but it sure got a lot of looks. She’d take the T-Bird with her. The car had meant too much to Nick to leave it behind. Maybe Von and Riley could drive up one weekend and bring it to her. 
 
   Everything fell into place so easily. Not one difficult decision to make. Moving to the house on Nickel Creek had to be the right thing to do.
 
   Kasey couldn’t wait to share her plans with Riley and Von. She knew they’d be supportive. Grem, on the other hand, was another story—the one snag in an otherwise perfect plan. 
 
   Get the difficult conversation out of the way first. 
 
   Drawing in a deep breath, she dialed her grandmother from her cell phone, but hung up before it rang. 
 
   Popping in unannounced might be a better plan.
 
   Excited to share the news, she almost bumped the slow opening gates as she drove onto her grandmother’s estate. She parked by the front door and took the steps two at a time, almost bouncing her way across the porch. 
 
   She knocked twice and pushed the front door open. “Grem? It’s me, Kasey.”
 
   Grem was a creature of habit. At this time of day, she’d be in the sun room off the kitchen, watching the birds flutter from feeder to feeder in the lush gardens. 
 
   Kasey’s heels clicked against the wooden floor. Grem practically had her nose to the window glass watching the birds. 
 
   “Haven’t you been back for a few days?” Grem asked in a condescending tone.
 
   She must have seen Kasey in the reflection of the window, because she hadn’t turned around.
 
   It’s going to be one of those visits. 
 
   “Yes, a couple. But I was out of town this morning.” Kasey walked over, gave her grandmother’s shoulders a squeeze, and kissed her on the cheek. She’d promised herself she wouldn’t let the old woman’s foul mood get to her today. “I’m good. How are you?”
 
   Grem folded her hands in her lap and lifted her chin. “I’ve been better. An old body has aches and pains, you know.”
 
   Kasey nodded. “I’m sure, but you’re a tough cookie.”
 
   Tough old bird is more like it.
 
   “Yes. Well, what would you know?” she muttered. “Off running the roads like a groupie for months.”
 
   “I called every week and you had my numbers. You could have called any time, although you chose not to.” Kasey tried not to lose her patience. “Maybe I’m the one whose feelings should be hurt.”
 
   “My feelings are not hurt, young lady. It’s just common courtesy to stay in touch with family.”
 
   “Right. Okay. I’ll do better.”
 
   Grem touched Kasey’s arm. “Thank you, dear.”
 
   Jeremy walked in and leaned against the doorway. “I thought I heard your voice. I didn’t recognize the car at first.”
 
   “Oh, yeah. Nick’s. It’s been under a cover for months, so I took it for a drive.”
 
   Grem gave her the stink eye. “You’re not driving your father’s car?”
 
   She rolled her eyes. “It’s not Dad’s car anymore. It’s mine. And no, I’m not driving it. The darn thing wouldn’t start. Probably the battery or alternator again. So I drove Nick’s.”
 
   Grem pursed her lips as though she didn’t approve. 
 
   “What did you decide to do with the truck?” Jeremy asked.
 
   “I guess I’ll have it towed. I don’t know why I thought I needed it at home with me. It seemed like the right thing to do at the time.”
 
   Jeremy popped a butterscotch into his mouth. He extended one her way with a nod. 
 
   “No, thanks.”
 
   He shrugged and shoved the candy back into his pocket. “Want me to have someone stop by and check out the Porsche?”
 
   “That’d be great. Granddaddy was right. He always said you were the best all-’round problem-solver ever born.”
 
   “Rest his soul,” Grem said, her voice floating like a prayer.
 
   Jeremy nodded. “Consider it done.”
 
   “So, dear. Don’t you think it’s about time to move on, then?”
 
   “I’m trying.” Kasey cleared her throat.
 
   “Good. I suppose you could park Nick’s car in the back garage. That thing’s been empty for years.”
 
   “What are you talking about?” Kasey asked.
 
   “When you move back. I suppose you will want to bring his car with you. You can store it in the back garage.”
 
   “Who said anything about moving back here?”
 
   Grem gripped the arms of the wheelchair with both hands. “You agreed it was time to move on, didn’t you?”
 
   Kasey looked out the window. It was now or never. “Actually, I did come over to let you know...I’m moving.”
 
   “There you go then. I knew you’d come to your senses.”
 
   Kasey braced herself. Where to begin? “Did you know that Nick bought a house out near Emporia?”
 
   Grem shook her head. “How would I know that, dear? It’s not like Nick and I were close.” She rubbed her elbow. “Emporia? Why, for goodness sake, would he buy something way out there? No one lives out there.”
 
   “That’s not true, Grem.”
 
   Jeremy shrugged and walked out of the room toward the kitchen.
 
   “It’s a long story, but when I got back in town there was a letter and a couple of phone messages. That’s how I found out that Nick had been working with this guy on our dream home in the country as a surprise for our anniversary this year.”
 
   “A secret?” Grem looked pleased, as if anything that marred Nick’s character was a point in her favor.
 
   “Not a secret. A surprise. A romantic surprise.”
 
   “Whatever.” The old lady clucked as if she wasn’t buying it.
 
   “I went there this morning,” Kasey said.
 
   Jeremy came back into the sun room, ice clinking in his glass. “Alone?”
 
   “Yes. Alone. I drive all over the country alone. Why would that surprise you?”
 
   “Yeah. Well, I know that. I mean, well, I’d have gone with you,” he half-mumbled.
 
   Grem’s right eyebrow shot up like a question mark. “Why didn’t you tell us before?” 
 
   “I didn’t even really know what I was going to see.” Kasey refused to let either of them dampen her renewed spirit. “It’s absolutely perfect,” she gushed. “Our dream house.”
 
   “That’s very nice.” Grem patted Kasey’s hand. “You should make good money when you sell it. You can never have too much put aside for a rainy day.” She leaned forward in her wheelchair and spoke to Jeremy. “Will you help Kasey get her things to move back into the carriage house? This is good timing; the cleaning lady was here just yesterday.”
 
   Jeremy faced the old woman. “Sure.”
 
   “I am not moving back here,” Kasey said.
 
   “Into the carriage house. Of course. I know.”
 
   “No. I am not moving here at all. I’m moving to the house that Nick built for me.”
 
   Grem frowned. “You can’t. It’s too far away. I’ll never see you.”
 
   “You’re moving there?” Jeremy asked.
 
   Kasey shot him a you’re-not-helping look. “It’s less than eighty miles away. Jeremy can drive you out, and I’ll come visit. We don’t get together that often now, and I’m less than twenty miles away. What’s the difference?”
 
   “The difference is, you never should’ve left to begin with.”
 
   Kasey’s mood dipped. “Please don’t.”
 
   “That man ruined your happiness.”
 
   “Stop it. That man was my happiness.” Kasey put her hands up in front of her, trying to resist the urge to say anything hurtful, even if her grandmother deserved it. “I’m leaving. I wanted you to be the first to know. I hope once you think about it, you’ll be happy for me.”
 
    “Jeremy.” Grem’s voice rose. “Tell her she can’t do this.” 
 
   “I’m leaving. I’m not having this argument.” Kasey stormed out the front door and got into the Thunderbird. She threw the car into gear and floored it, spinning the wheels as she headed for the gate.
 
   In the rearview mirror, she saw Jeremy standing with his hands on his hips in the open doorway of the house.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
   Kasey wasn’t about to let anyone else ruin her excitement today. She’d pick up boxes on her way home so she could start packing.
 
   Of course, that turned out to be easier said than done. What happened to the days when you could stop in at the grocery or liquor store and pick up as many boxes as you wanted? 
 
   With folks so environmentally conscious, you can’t even get a good box for free anymore. 
 
   Determined to have her way, she stopped at Target and bought six large plastic containers with lids—probably a better plan anyway since she could use them for storage later.
 
   She went home with her blue bins and considered what she needed to pack. She’d never been a lister or a planner, but she sure could use those skills today. Maybe she should call Riley. She was the queen of listing and planning.
 
   Kasey lugged the bins into the house and left them in the middle of the living room. She decided that her first priority was to develop the pictures of her newfound paradise. That would remind her just how wonderful it was since, during their brief visit, Grem had managed to suck all the happy out of her day. 
 
   There was nothing like being up to her elbows in solution to lift her mood. Digital photography was fast, but she truly loved developing film. She could hardly contain her excitement as she lifted the pictures out of the developer solution and they came to life in front of her. They captured the serene beauty of the countryside.
 
   Nick had matched her vision of their dreams so well, he might as well have been in her head. 
 
   She sat at the kitchen table, one foot tucked under her, the other swinging to the rhythm of the happy beat of her heart. Five enlarged photographs covered the table in front of her. Scrapbooking materials littered the rest of the table. She snipped, glued, and mounted several pictures onto large colorful pages of the scrapbook that held her dearest memories from over the years. Today she added the pictures that chronicled the trip with Mr. Huckaby to the Nickel Creek house. Today had been a good day.
 
   The sound of a tap on the back screen door startled her. She was relieved when Riley pushed the door open with a yoo-hoo. 
 
   “I didn’t hear you drive up,” Kasey said.
 
   “I walked over.” Riley went to the refrigerator, grabbed a bottle of water, and took a swig. She sat next to Kasey. “Your grandmother called me all in a huff. She said something about you being ungrateful, losing a grasp on reality, and that you were going to live in the woods. What is that all about?”
 
   “She’s a maniac, isn’t she?”
 
   “Hey, these pictures are beautiful.” Riley moved one of the two enlarged landscapes in front of her. “The colors are amazing.” She tapped her fingernail on the table as she looked over Kasey’s shoulder at the scrapbook pages she was assembling. “Is this where you were this morning?”
 
   “Yep.” Kasey layered colored paper under the pictures, then added a couple squigglies around them with a colored marker.
 
   “Nice house,” Riley said.
 
   “Isn’t it?” 
 
   “Whose house is it?”
 
   “Mine.”
 
   “Yours?” Riley looked confused. “You bought a house?”
 
   “No. Nick did.”
 
   Riley eyed Kasey. “What...exactly...do you mean?” 
 
   “Don’t look at me like I'm crazy. I know Nick is gone.”
 
   Riley sighed.
 
   “When I got back into town, there was a letter in the stack of mail. That’s how I found out about the house. Nick had been working on this place before…before the accident. It was going to be a surprise. Isn’t it wonderful?”
 
   Riley picked up the picture of the house. “You didn’t know about it?”
 
   “Not a thing. I guess you didn’t know either.”
 
   “Nope.” Riley shook her head and looked more closely at the pictures.
 
   “So sneaky, but it makes me love him more than ever. Do you think Von knew?”
 
   “You would think so, but he never mentioned anything. It’s cute. Where is it?”
 
   “Only about an hour and a half away. I think Nick was coming back from there the day of the accident. Chaz Huckaby is the guy who was coordinating all the renovations. He remembers seeing Nick and Jake that day. The house is off of Route 58.”
 
   “You’re kidding.”
 
   Kasey shook her head. “I met with him this morning. He knew both Nick and Jake. He confirmed the last time they were up there. It fits.”
 
   “Oh, my gosh. That’s wonderful. I mean, it’s more proof that Jake was with Nick.”
 
   “I feel stronger than ever that we’ll find Jake.”
 
   “Kasey, while you were away there were a couple more shootings.”
 
   “They have to catch the gunman.”
 
   “Well, that’s just it. They did.”
 
   “You’re kidding. Why didn’t anyone call me? Do they have Jake?”
 
   “No. Nothing new on Jake. The gun used in those shootings was a shotgun. The casings at Nick’s crash site...they don’t match.”
 
   “No?”
 
   “Nope. That information was never released. Von thinks someone may have been copycatting, or actually targeting Nick.”
 
   “Why?” Kasey felt the blood rush from her face. “No one would target Nick. Everyone loved him.” She stood and walked to the window. “Von thinks Nick’s accident wasn’t random?”
 
   “He’s been working a few angles. He’ll find out who was responsible.”
 
   “I’m not sure I want to know a person that would want to hurt Nick.”
 
   “I hear ya. So what are you going to do with that house? There must be a huge mortgage on it. Are you in debt? I mean, you didn’t know about it, right?”
 
   “No debt. I have the deed and the key.”
 
   “Cool. That’s a nice-looking place. I bet it will bring a pretty penny.”
 
   “Oh, I can’t sell it.”
 
   “That’s understandable. I guess it wouldn’t be hard to rent out.”
 
   “I’m moving there.”
 
   “You’re what?”
 
   “Please don’t try to talk me out of it. Grem was so ugly about it this afternoon. Trust me on this. Moving there is the right thing to do. At least for now. I haven’t felt this alive in months.”
 
   “No wonder your grandmother is going off the deep end. She’ll never be able to control you from an hour and a half away. You sure this is the right thing to do?”
 
   “Yes. It is the most peaceful place. No neighbors. It’s like the wilderness.”
 
   “The wilderness? You won’t be afraid?”
 
   “No way. I’ve traveled all over the world, and to some of the most dangerous cities in the US, for work. I can manage a little rural life.”
 
   Riley laughed. “I don’t know. Even this much country living is a stretch for two city girls like us, and we’re like within mall distance.”
 
   “I’ll have Nick and Jake watching over me.”
 
   Riley looked around. “How will you move all this stuff?”
 
   “I’m not going to. The new place is furnished. I’m just going to pack a few things and take them out there with me tomorrow. Do you want to come along?”
 
   “You aren’t wasting any time. Are you sure you want to do this? I’m going to miss you. I don’t think I’m ready for you to move.”
 
   Kasey put her hand on Riley’s. “I’ll miss you, too. I can’t stay here, though. When you see the Nickel Creek place, you’re going to know why I have to be there. It’s...a feeling. It’s safe.”
 
   “I’m being selfish. You know I’ll support any decision you make. So do you need Von to help you pack?”
 
   “I think I can get what little I’m planning to take into the RV. If y’all could bring the Thunderbird up for me, that would be great. My car is acting up. Jeremy is going to come by and take a look. Probably the electrical system again.”
 
    “Again?”
 
   “I know. Hopefully, Jeremy can fix it tomorrow. I’ll come back with y’all and drive it up on my next trip.”
 
   “Whatever you need,” Riley said. “Von loves a road trip.”
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Eighteen
 
    
 
   Kasey woke to a gray and drizzly day—not a perfect day for a drive. But she’d already put the few boxes and the plastic bins she intended to take with her into the RV, and her heart was ready to be in Adams Grove. Rain or shine. She flipped on the television and watched the forecast. The meteorologist called for morning drizzle with clearing skies in the afternoon. According to the fancy radar, the sky would clear from the west, so she’d get better weather sooner by driving to the new house. 
 
   She called Riley, who must’ve known there was no talking her out of the plan, because she didn’t even try.
 
   They agreed to hit the road at ten o’clock sharp.
 
   They pulled out onto the highway right on time and it was a regular convoy. Riley drove Von’s SUV, following Von in Nicks T-Bird, behind Kasey’s lead in the RV. All they lacked were CB radios and cool nicknames. They had driven for about forty-five minutes when they took the exit to Route 58 where the scenery became far more rural. The Cotton Gin was Kasey’s mental halfway mark. As soon as they passed the long row of warehouses, she punched speed dial to Riley’s phone.
 
   “Breaker, breaker, Lucky Charm,” Kasey said in an exaggerated southern accent. “This here is Shutterbug.”
 
   Riley laughed and responded in kind. “Ten-four, good buddy.”
 
   “Halfway home,” Kasey said.
 
   “That’s a big ten-freakin’-four, because my butt’s already numb. I hate driving Von’s truck.”
 
   “I know, but thanks for doing it,” Kasey said. “I’m glad you’re sharing this moment with me.” 
 
   “My pleasure, treasure. Now hang up. It’s nasty out here. We don’t want to cause an accident because we’re not paying attention.”
 
   “Breaker, breaker. Ten-four. I’m signing off. Over and out.” Kasey pressed end. It would be hard to live so far away from Riley, but she chased those doubts away. 
 
    
 
   Forty-five minutes later, the convoy paraded into the driveway of the house on Nickel Creek Road. Just as the forecast had promised, the late morning sky was bright and clear. 
 
   They stepped out of the vehicles and stretched.
 
   “It’s even prettier than the pictures,” Riley said as she caught up to Kasey.
 
   The rain had made everything look fresh and green.
 
   Kasey reached for Riley’s hand and gave it a squeeze. “I know. Wait until you see inside.” Every tiny doubt that had crept in had drifted away as soon as she pulled into the driveway today. 
 
   This is home.
 
   Von nodded and said, “I can’t believe he didn’t tell anyone. This might be the only secret Nick Rolly ever kept in his whole life.”
 
   “I know. I can’t believe it either.” Kasey thought about how Nick couldn’t even keep a Christmas present a secret. “He was terrible at keeping things to himself.”
 
   “Yep. That was Nick.” Von wrapped one of his arms around his wife, the other around Kasey. “It must have meant more to him to surprise you. He loved you so much.”
 
   “I know.” Kasey’s voice softened. “I was lucky.”
 
   “I grew up out this way, you know,” Von said, dropping his arms from around them. “There’s great hunting and fishing around here.”
 
   “That ought to come in handy for me.” Kasey laughed. 
 
   She and Riley walked toward the house. 
 
   “I’m going to check out the manly stuff.” Von turned and headed to the huge garage. “I’ll get the T-Bird stored away and under the cover the way Nick would’ve wanted.
 
   Riley and Kasey went inside. 
 
   “Wow. I love the open floor plan,” Riley said. “This is amazing. Nick even did all this decorating? Picking out paint colors and furniture? Everything?”
 
   Kasey nodded. “Everything.”
 
   Riley walked through to the kitchen and looked out back where Von opened the garage doors. They were the carriage house kind. 
 
   “Look, a perfect rainbow!” Riley pointed to the east. A long rainbow with bands of yellow, orange, pink and purple spread high and wide.
 
   “Rainbow, good luck,” they said at the same time and high-fived.
 
   Kasey smiled. “I knew it, and you should see all the cardinals.”
 
   Riley nodded. “It does feel like a lucky place. I’m going to miss having you so close, but I can see why you’d want to be here. I’ll visit a bunch, I promise.”
 
   “I know, and there are always phone calls and instant messaging.” Kasey opened one of the boxes and put things away. 
 
   A few minutes later, Von came in the house carrying two boxes stacked on top of each other. 
 
   “Thanks, honey,” Riley said, reaching for one.
 
   “You should see that garage. It’s sweet.”
 
   Kasey smiled. “Nick sure did love his man cave, didn’t he?”
 
   “Can’t blame him,” Von said as he went outside to get the last of the boxes. 
 
   When Von came back, Chaz Huckaby was with him. 
 
   Chaz made himself at home, heading right for the kitchen. “Hi, folks. I stopped by to surprise ya with a basket of local goodies. My wife makes the best applesauce cake in town. Just wanted to officially welcome you.”
 
   Kasey dug into the basket and took out the cake. She unwrapped it while Chaz told one of what must have been his favorite stories to Von—the same ones she’d heard the day she met him. No surprise, the two men hit it off. But then it seemed that Chaz never met a stranger. He was just that kind of guy.
 
   “What size piece do you want, Chaz?” Kasey asked, offering him some cake.
 
   “I’m not staying. Besides, I’ve got to watch my weight.” Chaz rubbed his belly. “Thanks, but y’all enjoy it.”
 
   Von walked Chaz to the door. Kasey served up the cake on small plates and took them out to the deck. The three of them sat at the wrought iron bistro table. Nearby, the outdoor kitchen had a gas grill and a fire pit for smoking brisket. Nick’s specialty. 
 
   Von moaned when he took a bite of the scrumptious dessert. He waved his fork toward Kasey. “I hope this town teaches you to bake like this. This cake is delicious.”
 
   “Don’t hold your breath. I’m not sure I have that gene,” she said. “I’m a lost cause in the kitchen.”
 
   “Told ya my wife makes the best applesauce cake. It’s good.” Chaz nodded and looked for confirmation.
 
   “Oh, yeah.” Von took another bite and twirled his fork. “Kasey, you’d better suck up to Chaz’s wife before each of my visits.”
 
   “Now that I can do,” Kasey said.
 
   Chaz didn’t stay long, and they quickly finished the chores they’d plan to complete today. Von agreed to take care of the transition of the Rocking R to the 4-H camp Nick had provisioned in his will. They all agreed that the old farmhouse and its contents should remain untouched for a year to give Kasey the chance to decide what she wanted to do with the things she’d left behind. Even without Kasey around, the Rocking R was never empty. Local 4-H-ers came and went to take care of their project animals and pitch in as needed.
 
   The sun began to sink, turning the sky bright orange and pink above the horizon.
 
   “I guess it’s about time for us to head back,” Von said. “We’ll want to get home before it’s too late. I need to feed the dogs, too.”
 
    “Are you sure you want to come back with us tonight?” Riley asked Kasey. 
 
   “Yep. Jeremy said he’d have my car ready, and I have that meeting in Richmond tomorrow with Prescott Banks to go over the final contracts for the annual International Auto Show.”
 
   “You can’t do that online or by fax?”
 
   Kasey rolled her eyes. “Nope. Those folks are so old school. They still require me to meet with them, even after doing that show for ten years. If it didn’t pay so darn well I wouldn’t bother.”
 
   “I hear ya. It’s a sweet contract,” Riley said.
 
   “It is. Anyway, I’ll come back here after that.”
 
   “It doesn’t look like you want to leave.” Riley raised a brow.
 
   “It’s hard. But I need to go back. I’m good.”
 
   “Let’s load up then,” Von said. He picked up his plate, stacked their plates on top, and took them to the kitchen.
 
   Riley washed the dishes, Kasey dried them, and then they all headed out to Von’s SUV. They talked about the property almost the whole way back. 
 
   Beneath a starry sky, Von pulled into Kasey’s driveway. “Home safe and sound,” he said.
 
   “Thanks for everything, y’all.” Kasey hopped out of the truck. “I appreciate ya.”
 
   “We’re happy for you. This is the right thing to do,” Von said. “We’re here for you, no matter what decisions you make. You know that.”
 
   “Thanks. I know.” Kasey waved as they backed out of the driveway. 
 
   She was lucky to have such true friends to support her. 
 
   Jeremy had left a note under the windshield wiper of her car. The Porsche was ready to roll. Perfect.
 
   Kasey went inside, reviewed the list Riley had made for her, and started piling items near the door. Since her meeting in Richmond was midday she wanted to get as much pulled together tonight as possible. She hoped the meeting would wrap up early so she could drive to Adams Grove while it was still daylight.
 
   Home. It felt good to have a place that felt like a home again. Now if she could just get a lead on Jake and bring him there, life would be perfect.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Nineteen
 
    
 
   The next morning, the Porsche started right up and Kasey left for Richmond to meet with Prescott. She twisted the knob on the radio to pick up a better signal and landed on an oldies station. She sang along with the Bee Gees and wondered if she’d make it to the appointment on time. Glancing between her speedometer and watch, she calculated she should have about ten minutes to spare. 
 
   She watched her speed since this stretch of road had a reputation for speed traps. Even so, as she cleared the next corner and saw the cop parked in the median with the radar gun pointing out the window, she couldn’t help but tap the brake out of habit. But instead of her car slowing down, it sputtered and choked. She gave it some gas and it smoothed back out. Relieved, she steadied her speed, but as she turned the next corner the engine went silent.
 
   The steering became a chore without the power of the engine. She veered to the side of the road as the car slowed to a coast. In her rearview mirror, she saw a big rig barreling her way. 
 
   “No!” She slapped the steering wheel and cranked frantically on the ignition, but nothing worked. The car slowed to a crawl. She bounced in the seat, willing the car off to the side. Just as she made it to the shoulder, the semi swerved to the oncoming lane to avoid hitting her. The force of the wind pushed her tiny sports car the rest of the way off the road. 
 
   Her heart raced. 
 
   “Jesus!” 
 
   She released the steering wheel and leaned forward against it. Her heart pounded so hard she thought it might honk the horn. 
 
   “That was too close.”
 
   Her heart took its sweet time slowing down. 
 
   “Daggone it.” She pounded the steering wheel, got out of the car and walked to the rear where she opened the hood over the engine compartment? She stood staring at the engine with no idea what she was looking at. She reached in and wiggled some wires, then pulled out the dipstick and checked at the oil. Having been spoiled by the mechanics and Jeremy, she’d never seen any reason to learn much beyond the basics.
 
   She hadn’t seen an exit for miles and didn’t see one on the straightaway ahead. Heck, she hadn’t passed anything except woods for at least three miles. How far would she have to walk to the next town or gas station?
 
   Maybe that radar cop would come this way.
 
   She went back to the driver’s seat and tried the key. Nothing.
 
   She flipped open her phone, then rolled her eyes. No bars. No Service. “The one time I have an emergency, the doggone thing won’t work.”
 
   Hiking up the road wasn’t a good option. Kasey didn’t have the time to walk for miles or the strength to carry all of her camera equipment. She couldn’t risk leaving it behind for someone to steal, either.
 
   She walked about thirty feet forward to see if she could get a signal on her phone. No luck. She even held the phone in the air hoping it might miraculously catch a wave or something. Of course, that didn’t work either.
 
   Why did I take this route instead of Interstate 64? Just to torture myself by going by the accident site again? When will I learn?
 
   If she didn’t get a move on soon, she’d be late for her appointment. The International Auto Show was too good a gig to screw up, and really the first real job she had scheduled since the tour. Prescott Banks wasn’t the type to take being late lightly. Old fuddy-duddy. 
 
   Cars passed, but no one even slowed down. She hoped that radar cop would break for lunch and ride this way. He’d have to stop and help. Wasn’t it his duty to serve? 
 
   She looked at her watch. Not even five minutes had passed. It sure seemed longer standing there alone on the side of the road. Maybe the jokers who passed weren’t familiar with a rear engine car or were afraid they’d have to help her change a tire. All she needed was a phone and a ride. She slammed the cover over the engine and opened the trunk at the front of the car, praying that would change her luck.
 
   The late January afternoon was sunny and warm. In the southeastern part of Virginia in January, it could be twenty-eight degrees and sleeting one day and in the high sixties the next. It really wasn’t unusual to have a few spring-like days sandwiched between snowfalls.
 
   She scrounged around in her purse for a clip, fastened her hair up off her neck, and popped a piece of gum into her mouth. When she turned around, she almost swallowed her gum.
 
   An antique baby-blue T-Bird was parked right behind her. The dark-haired man behind the wheel looked just like...Nick? 
 
   Coughing to get the gum out of her throat, she reached into the car for her bottle of water. When she stood back up, the man was out of his car. 
 
   She exhaled. His car had a vanity plate. It wasn’t Nick’s. Wishful thinking or her mind playing tricks on her. But the T-Bird looked like Nick’s car, and the man had looked like Nick in silhouette.
 
   He walked toward her. “You okay?”
 
   She cleared her throat, trying to shake the chills that had scampered up her spine a moment ago. “I’ve been better.”
 
   “Broke down?”
 
   “Not exactly a picnic spot.” Kasey regretted the snarky response as soon as it left her lips. 
 
   He raised a brow and smirked as traffic whizzed by. “What’s the matter?” 
 
   “I don’t know. She just sputtered and quit.” Kasey propped her hand on her hip. “A big rig almost ran over me.”
 
   “Probably electrical,” he said.
 
   “Wouldn’t be the first time.” 
 
   Is he going to help me, or just make friends? “I’m late. Can you get me to a town so I can rent a car, or get a cab into Richmond? I have an appointment I can’t be late for.”
 
   He’s too good-looking to be a murderer. Isn’t he?
 
   “You live in Richmond?”
 
   “No.” 
 
   “Oh.” He shoved his hands in his pockets.
 
   “I just moved up this way.” 
 
   Why did I tell him that? Because his mouth moves like Nick’s—soft.
 
   “Really? Where?”
 
   “Over in Adams Grove.”
 
   He met her gaze. “You must be the girl Huckaby has been talking about. The old Miller farm?”
 
   “You know Chaz Huckaby?”
 
   “Who doesn’t know Chaz Huckaby? Are you over on Nickel Creek Road?”
 
   “Yeah. That’s it.”
 
   “My mom lives over that way.”
 
   “Really? Small world. It’s beautiful out there.”
 
   “When’s your meeting?”
 
   “One-thirty.”
 
   He looked at his watch. “You’re going to be late.”
 
   She waved the useless phone at him. “I know, and I can’t even call them and let them know.” She held the useless cell phone up in dismay. “My phone won’t work out here.”
 
   He pulled his phone off a clip on his belt and dialed a number. “Hey, Bobby. I need your wrecker out on Route 58.” He looked around to get his bearings. “Just west of Capron near the old store...Okay...Sure...Black Porsche...Seriously...An hour? Great. Thanks, man.”
 
   “An hour?” She tipped her head back, frustrated. “I knew I should’ve left earlier.”
 
   “You can make it if you leave now.”
 
   She motioned toward the car. “Yeah, well that isn’t happening.”
 
   “Why don’t you take my car? I’ll wait for the wrecker. Bobby’s place is right there by Huckaby’s shop. We can meet up later today. After your meeting. Sound good?”
 
   Is he serious?
 
   “What makes you so sure I won’t steal your car?”
 
   “I’m not worried,” he said.
 
   “Shouldn’t take but a couple hours.” 
 
   “You can buy me dinner at Jacob’s Diner around five. Can you get back by then?”
 
   “Yes. Definitely.”
 
   “Have you been there? Jacob’s Diner, I mean. Best darn chicken anywhere.”
 
   Kasey shook her head. “No. I haven’t been anywhere but Huckaby’s, but I know the way there.”
 
   “It’s on the same block.”
 
   “Are you for real?”
 
   “Sure. He thumped the trunk of the Porsche. You did know the engine isn’t up here, right?”
 
   “Yeah. I thought maybe people weren’t stopping because they thought I had a flat.”
 
   “Good thinking. I’m sure this classic is as important to you as mine is to me,” he said. “I’d say if you run off with mine and I end up with yours, we’re about even. But you look honest, and you’re a neighbor. You better get going.” 
 
   “You’re not kidding.”
 
   “No, now scoot. Geez, you city girls sure are full of suspicion.”
 
   “I’ll need my equipment.” She leaned across the driver’s seat and grabbed her briefcase and camera bag.
 
   “Need any help?”
 
   “Thanks.” She handed him the heavy case, then headed toward the T-Bird with the bags hiked up on her shoulder. She put the equipment in the passenger’s seat, then stood with one foot in the car, watching him as he walked back to her Porsche. “I really appreciate this.”
 
   He turned, smiled, and saluted her.
 
   She scrambled in her purse for a second, looking for a business card, then ran to his side. “Here’s my card. I’ll see you at five. Promise.” 
 
   He smiled and tucked the card in his shirt pocket without even glancing at it. “I’m not worried.”
 
   She slid behind the wheel of the T-Bird and started the engine. What a stroke of luck. She opened the door and half stood. “I didn’t even get your name.”
 
   He turned, walking backwards. “Scott.”
 
   “Thanks, Scott. I owe you. Big time.”
 
   “Get moving. You’re late. But don’t speed or you’ll be later.”
 
   “Yeah, I’ve heard about the ticket-crazy cops out here. Thanks.” The country had its advantages. She pulled the car out into the traffic, waving to her new friend as she passed by.[bookmark: _Toc256242972]
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Twenty
 
    
 
   Kasey felt an odd sense of déjà vu as she drove Scott’s T-Bird. The car was so much like Nick’s. She wasn’t sure if it was the same year or not. Even though she’d photographed many older cars in her career, she’d never paid close attention to their model years.
 
   She turned on the radio. No AM sports station here. The sound of a country song with a catchy beat filled the car.
 
   She pushed the gas a little harder to keep the T-Bird at the posted speed limit of sixty. This car didn’t have the power of her Porsche, but she was on her way, thank goodness. 
 
   The bars on her cell phone lit up. She picked up the phone to dial Prescott and let him know she might be running late.
 
   Just as she punched in the numbers, a siren wailed behind her. 
 
   She pulled over so the policeman could pass, but he followed her off to the shoulder of the road. I know I wasn’t speeding. She put her phone on the seat and cranked down the window. A young officer walked up to the car, one hand on his hip, the other on his gun. The gun looked proportionately large for such a small guy
 
    “Good afternoon.” She smiled her best give-me-a-warning smile. It had never let her down.
 
   “License and registration, ma’am.”
 
   She handed him her license, then looked in the glove box for the registration. “I’m sorry, officer. The registration doesn’t seem to be here.”
 
   He smirked. “Why doesn’t that surprise me?”
 
   She pushed her sunglasses to the top of her head. “I don’t know. Happens all the time, huh?” Isn’t this where he was supposed to notice her pretty brown eyes and winning smile and let her go with just a warning? 
 
   “Ma’am, please step out of the car.”
 
   She blinked in surprise. “Excuse me? For what?”
 
   “Ma’am.” He shifted the hand on his holster. “I asked you to please get of the car.”
 
   “Yes. Okay.” She fumbled with the lap belt and then with the door handle of the unfamiliar car. She stepped out on to the pavement feeling humiliated. There was a lot of traffic. She would swear that cars were slowing down and people were staring at her. Funny how no one had been interested when she was broken down on the side of the road, but they all wanted to see this. 
 
   “I’m in a hurry, but I wasn’t speeding,” she explained.
 
   “Please step around to the back of the car here, ma’am.”
 
   “Is something wrong?”
 
   “Anything you want to tell me?”
 
   “I’m late?”
 
   “Put your hands on the trunk of the car, please.”
 
   Kasey took a step back from the officer. “Now wait a second.”
 
   He dipped his head in a very serious way. His voice was calm but firm. “Ma’am. Do as I say, please.”
 
   She rolled her eyes, shaking her head.
 
   Unbelievable. What else could go wrong? 
 
   She spun around and placed her hands on the trunk of the car. Just like on Cops.
 
   “Do you have any weapons or anything I need to know about on your person or in the vehicle?”
 
   “No-oo.” Kasey suddenly felt guilty though she knew she had no reason to. “Absolutely not.”
 
   The officer peered into the car. “What’s in the bag?”
 
   “Camera equipment.”
 
   “Out taking pictures?”
 
   “I’m late for a shoot in Richmond. I’m a photographer.”
 
   “This your car?”
 
   She shook her head. “No.”
 
   “I didn’t think so.” He pulled one arm behind her back.
 
   Her eyes shot wide. She looked over her shoulder at the officer as he pulled her other arm behind her back. 
 
   “What the heck are you doing?” Kasey said. “I didn’t do anything. I wasn’t even speeding.”
 
   She heard a zipping sound. Her hands were bound behind her. “That’s what happens, ma’am, when you steal a car. You get caught eventually.”
 
   “Steal? No. You don’t understand.”
 
   He pushed her toward the cruiser. Passers-by stared. 
 
   “Yes, ma’am. I’m sure you have a story to tell me. They all do. We’ll do that in town.”
 
   “I told you the truth. My Porsche broke down. I borrowed this car to get to my meeting.”
 
   “Your Porsche?” His look told her that he didn’t buy her story.
 
    “I swear. Run the tag. You can check.”
 
   “You'll have to just get in the back of my Caprice Classic because my Ferrari is in the shop,” he said with a smirk. 
 
   “Go back and look. My car is on the side of Route 58.”
 
   “Whose car is this?”
 
   Her mind went blank.
 
   What was his name?
 
   “He stopped to help me. It was....” 
 
   Come on, what was his name? 
 
   “It wasn’t Nick…It was Scott.” 
 
   “Yeah, okay. Good guess from the license plate.” The officer nodded at the vanity tag on the back of the car that read GR8SCOTT.
 
   “I promise I’m not lying.” She pulled away from him, but he grabbed her and guided her to the back of his car. He pushed down on the back of her head and forced her onto the backseat of the cruiser. 
 
   “This can’t be happening to me.”
 
   The officer walked back to the T-Bird. He removed the keys from the ignition, pushed the lock on the door, and slammed it shut. He sauntered back to the cruiser as if he thought he’d just saved the world. Kasey was so angry she couldn’t even look at him.
 
   He got into the car and snatched the transceiver from the dash to call in the details of her arrest. She didn’t bother to listen. It didn’t sound like anyone else was listening to him either, because no one responded.
 
   There was no way she’d get to her meeting on time now. Just when things had been going so well, too. Her last hope drifted out of sight as they pulled onto the road heading to who-the-heck-knew-where.
 
   Kasey leaned forward and spoke through the partition that protected him from her. “Sir. Excuse me?”
 
   “Yes, ma’am.”
 
   Yechh. If he called her ma’am once more, she’d clobber the little guy. Good thing he’d tied up her hands. “What’s your name?”
 
   “Taylor,” he said with a northerner-come-south drawl that made it sound like there was an extra L in there somewhere. “Dan Taylor.”
 
   “Sheriff Dan Taylor?”
 
   The young man smiled. “Deputy Dan Taylor.”
 
   She flopped against the back of the seat. Deputy Dan. Well this just gets better and better. Sounds like a cartoon character. There was nothing she could do about this now. She might as well relax and resign herself to rescheduling her appointment with Preston. Hopefully it wouldn’t compromise her arrangement with his company. It was one of her favorite jobs. The new prototypes were fun to photograph. But she sure couldn’t tell Preston she’d been arrested on suspicion of grand theft auto. 
 
   The cruiser stopped. Kasey looked out the window. Spratt’s Market in huge letters spanned the side of a concrete building. Market? Geez, was he going to parade her all over town?
 
   He had better not leave me out here while he goes grocery shopping.
 
   Deputy Dan got out of the car and opened her door.
 
   “You’re taking me to the market?” She couldn’t refrain from the smartass tone that came with the statement.
 
   He glared at her, less than amused. “Let’s go.”
 
   Frustrated, she puffed not-so-nice names for him under her breath and scooched to the edge of the seat. With her hands bound behind her, getting out proved to be harder than she’d imagined. 
 
   The deputy helped her to her feet, then spun her around to face a brick building with the words POLICE DEPARTMENT emblazoned across the front.
 
   “I stand corrected,” she mumbled.
 
   “Walk.” He gave her a little push.
 
   She glared at him. “I’m walking.” 
 
   I’ll have his badge, damn it.
 
   They made the short walk across the parking area and through the heavy wooden doors of the building. Once inside, Kasey stifled a laugh as she looked around. The place resembled the set of the old Andy Griffith Show. The desks and gun cabinets lined the right side of the space, and four barred jail cells—all of them empty—were situated on the left side. Did they have a town drunk who slept off a night or two here as if it were a modern-day Mayberry timeshare?
 
   He parked her in a scarred wooden chair next to a metal desk that had seen better days. She wiggled and shifted in the chair, trying to get comfortable with her hands secured behind her. He opened a couple drawers, searching for something, and came up with a checklist.
 
   I’m probably his first arrest.
 
   Deputy Dan used his finger to keep his place as he read the list.
 
   “Name?”
 
   “Kassandra Phillips.”
 
   “Address?”
 
   “You’ve got my license. It’s all on there.”
 
   He shot her a look.
 
   “Fine.” She gave him the information and wished like heck she’d taken I-64 instead of Route 58 this morning. 
 
   Deputy Dan leaned in toward the screen to review what he had entered, backspacing more than he typed. He struck the keys with a slow monotony that had her wanting to offer to type for him.
 
   “Look. Don’t I get a call or something?”
 
   “Not yet.”
 
   She tried to remain calm. “Can you take this thing off my wrists at least?”
 
   “No. It’s policy. Until I put you in the cell, you must remain restrained. It’s for my safety.”
 
   Pretty good damn policy, too, because she’d had about enough of this ridiculous situation and felt pretty sure she could kick his scrawny ass. 
 
   He asked her again about the vehicle.
 
   “I already told you. His name is Scott.”
 
   “What’s his last name?”
 
   “I don’t remember.”
 
   He picked up the keys from the desk and dangled them. “Scott is on the keychain and on the license plate. You may as well tell me the truth, lady. You aren’t doing yourself any favors here.”
 
   “So you’re arresting me because I borrowed a car without asking someone’s last name. Or is it because I didn’t have the registration? Why did you stop me anyway?” Kasey became more agitated.
 
   “I stopped you because I know the owner of this car.”
 
   “Great. Call him, then.”
 
   “I tried. He didn’t answer. But I know he wouldn’t let anyone borrow it. He loves that car.”
 
   “Well, he did. I told you he offered to wait with my broken-down Porsche. He was going to take it to the garage for me. He let me use his car to go to my meeting.”
 
   “Until I can reach him to clear you, I’m not letting you go.”
 
   He walked her to the cell furthest from the front door and cut the zip-tie from her wrists before releasing her into the small space. The heavy metal-barred door clanked as it closed behind her.
 
   “How long can you hold me here?”
 
   He ignored her and walked through a doorway at the back that led down what appeared to be a long hallway.
 
   “What about my call?” she yelled after him.
 
   She sat in a chair in the corner of the cell and watched the clock tick off the minutes. After fourteen minutes and twenty seconds, the deputy returned. Kasey jumped from the chair, ran to the bars and clutched them, her hands on either side of her face. She hated to imagine how she looked. “Can I please make that call?”
 
   The deputy picked up a cordless phone off the desk and handed it to her through the bars. “Here you go.”
 
   “Thank you.” She nodded, then turned her back and dialed Prescott’s number. Thank goodness, she knew the number by heart. “Hi. This is Kasey Phillips. I was supposed to meet with Prescott this afternoon. Can you let him know that I have been…” she turned and eyed the deputy with disdain “…unexpectedly detained and am not going to be able to make our meeting?” She nodded, listening. “Yes. I understand. I'll get back with him to reschedule... Sorry...Yes...Goodbye.”
 
   She ended the call and began to dial Riley.
 
   “Ah-ah.” He shook his finger at her. “One call, Ms. Phillips.”
 
   “But I need someone to get me out of here.”
 
   “One call is the policy.”
 
   She thrust the phone through the bars. “Don’t you ever bend policy?”
 
   “No, ma’am.”
 
   “Of course you don’t.” Figures she’d get the one no-testosterone, law-abiding rookie in the state. “How long do you plan to keep me here?”
 
   “Until I can talk to the sheriff.”
 
   “Have you called him? I’d love to talk to him.”
 
   “Been trying all afternoon. No answer. It’s his day off.”
 
   She plopped down in the chair and put her head in her hands.
 
   The clock ticked to five o’clock. Now, technically, she could be accused of stealing that car. She was supposed to be meeting Scott right now. Deputy Dan cleared his desk. 
 
   Holy shit, is he going to leave me here all night? 
 
   “Sir. Deputy Dan.”
 
   He looked up from the pile of paperwork he’d been shuffling around. “Yes?”
 
   “Could you take me down to the diner next to Huckaby’s in Emporia?”
 
   “You think we’re going to take you out to dinner? We’ll feed you, but you’ll be eating in your cell.”
 
   “No, I mean I can clear myself if you’ll take me there. I was supposed to meet the owner of the car there at five.” She pointed to the clock. “He should be there waiting for me.”
 
   His keys jingled on his hip as he walked to the door.
 
   Her hopes sprang. “Are you going to check?”
 
   “I’ll be back.”
 
   She sat, keeping one eye on the door. A few cars passed the building at long intervals. What the hell was she going to do? Why had she wasted her call on Prescott instead of calling Riley?
 
   I am such an idiot.
 
   Kasey’s stomach growled. The deputy had been gone for over an hour and she was hungry. She hadn’t eaten all day.
 
   The front door swung open. She hoped the deputy had some food in tow. But it wasn’t the deputy who walked inside. It was different man, and he didn’t give the wall of jail cells a second look. He headed over to the second desk in the room, a bigger one in the corner behind glass partitions, as if he were looking for someone.
 
   She walked to the cell door, watching the visitor. “Scott?”
 
   He jerked his head up.
 
   It was him. “If you’re here to report your car stolen, you won’t need to do that. The deputy arrested me not long after I left you. He wouldn’t believe that you loaned me your car.”
 
   “You’re kidding. That’s why you didn’t show. Why didn’t someone call me?” He unclipped his phone from his waistband and glanced at the screen. “Damn. I must have accidentally turned it off after I called the tow truck for you.”
 
   “Thank goodness you’re here. I didn’t know your last name, and Deputy Dan wasn’t buying my story. Maybe he’ll believe you and let me out of here.”
 
   “I can do better than that.” He headed toward the cell keys that hung on the wall.
 
   “No. You can’t break me out. He has all my information.”
 
   A wide grin spread across Scott’s face. “That’s funny. I had you pictured as an adventurous type of girl.”
 
   “Yeah, but a law-abiding one.”
 
   He opened the cell door.
 
   Kasey didn’t budge. “You’re gonna get me in more trouble than I already am. With my luck, I’ll be the one they make an example of, and I’ll end up in one of those women’s prisons with Big Bertha callin’ the shots. No, thanks.”
 
   “I wondered what happened to you when you didn’t show up for dinner. I’ve never been stood up before.” He shook his head. “Kinda hurt my feelings.”
 
   “I’m so sorry. I’ve been here all day. I’m starved.”
 
   “Come on, let’s get something to eat.”
 
   “No. You just sit tight until that crazy deputy gets back so you can clear my name.”
 
   The front door of the building opened, and Deputy Dan stepped in. 
 
   Kasey knew she was in trouble now with the door to her cell wide open.
 
   “Hey, Sheriff,” the deputy said.
 
   Kasey looked at Scott in surprise. “Sheriff?”
 
   Scott shrugged. “Would appear so, huh?” 
 
   She dropped to the chair. 
 
   He turned his attention back to his deputy. “Dan, let’s review the case back here.” Scott pushed open the door to the back of the building and Deputy Dan scrambled in behind him, apparently eager to please.
 
   Kasey sat there, dumbfounded. 
 
   After a couple of minutes, Scott returned by himself. He headed straight for the cell and motioned for her to come out. She complied. Scott handed Kasey her purse and camera bag. 
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   “I tore up the paperwork. I’m sorry. I was trying to help you. I sure didn’t mean for your day to turn out like this. Can I buy you dinner?”
 
   She smiled. How many times was this guy going to rescue her today? “I am starved.”
 
   He put his hand on her shoulder. “If it’s any consolation, your car’s fixed.”
 
   She brightened. “Thanks. What do I owe you?”
 
   Her response seemed to amuse him. “Oh, I think I'll still owe you before we’re even. Let’s grab some dinner.”
 
   “I’m only driving if we take my car,” she said emphatically.
 
   “How about we walk? There’s a great little place up the block.”
 
   “Even better.”
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Twenty-One
 
    
 
   Kasey dabbed her lips with the paper napkin. “I’m going to bust. That was the best fried chicken I’ve ever had.” 
 
   Scott nodded. “Hope you saved room for dessert. Kay makes the best cobblers and seven-layer chocolate cake ever.”
 
   “U-u-u-ugh! No way. I’ll have to take a rain check. I am beyond full.”
 
   He leaned forward. “A rain check? That sounds promising.”
 
   Scott was easy to be with. Small talk had turned into heart-to-heart sharing and laughter during the last hour. Of course, the biggest laugh was over her almost-arrest by his overzealous deputy, and he’d assured her that all the evidence had been destroyed. 
 
   She was glad to learn that the little four-cell jail was not the official holding area. That portion of the building was part of the National Register of Historical places. Deputy Dan had done her a favor by not putting her in the general population, which was down that hall. It was harder to forgive Deputy Dan, though. 
 
   Kasey and Scott made easy conversation. When she mentioned Nick’s accident, she was surprised to hear that he was familiar with the case. 
 
   “A lot of us helped out on that search. Even my Aunt Ida Claire. She came out of retirement to see if she could uncover anything.” 
 
   Kasey almost spit out her sweet tea. “I’m sorry. Did you say 'Aunt I declare'?”
 
   He laughed. “Okay, well if you say it like that, it’s kind of funny. It’s Ida. Her middle name is Claire.”
 
   The name tickled her. She started laughing and couldn’t stop. 
 
   “Well, that was easy.” He leaned forward. “I like seeing you smile. You have a nice smile.” A serious look crossed his face. “I really am sorry about what’s happened to you. I mean, about your husband and all. It was awful.” 
 
   She lowered her eyes.
 
   Scott reached across the table and patted her arm. “So what made you move up this way by yourself? I mean, a city girl and all.”
 
   “Chaz Huckaby called and told me about the property. My husband worked with him for a while—renovating the house as a surprise.”
 
   “Wow. Some surprise.”
 
   She nodded. “Yeah. They made a deal to get it done by our anniversary. Chaz didn’t know about the accident. Well, not that it was Nick anyway. He’d left some messages, but they were cryptic, and I just hadn’t had the energy to call him back until recently. At first I thought I was coming to see what I needed to do to unload the place. But when I saw it, I felt so close to Nick and Jake. I knew I wanted to live there…needed to live there.”
 
   “Tell me about Jake.”
 
   Kasey grinned. “He was three at the time of the accident, but if you asked him, it always looked like four. He had trouble getting his fingers moving in all the right directions to show his age. He’s four now.”
 
   She pushed the dishes to the side and leaned her forearms on the table. “I know some people think I’m crazy for believing he might still be alive, but I know he is. I feel it.” She brought her hands to her heart. “In here. I just know it.” She put her hands in her lap and met his gaze. “You think I’m nuts, too.”
 
   “No. I don’t. Mothers have a sense like that about their children.” He leaned on his forearms, mirroring her posture. “Let me tell you a story. When I was ten, I was riding a mountain bike on the hills by the old pit with some other kids. I fell and broke my leg. We weren’t supposed to be on the man-made piles, but you know—boys.”
 
   She nodded.
 
   “Anyway, one of the other kids ran home and called an ambulance. When the paramedics wheeled me into the emergency room, my mom was already there waiting. Turned out no one had called. She just knew. She told me that years later.”
 
   He did understand.
 
   “You’re kidding?”
 
   “Happened again a few years ago. I was shot during what was supposed to be a routine traffic stop. She already knew I was injured, but not dead, when the guys at the station called her.”
 
   “I like your mom.”
 
   “Everyone does. So...tell me more about Jake.”
 
   “Gosh, he’s a bundle of energy that never stops. Such a little man tromping around in cowboy boots and a hat like his daddy. He slept in those boots more than once.” She paused. “He’s just—I don’t know—fearless. He’s strong and determined—wise for such a little boy.”
 
   “Got any pictures?” Scott asked.
 
   “Of course I do.” She dug around in her purse for her wallet. She flipped it open and handed him the pictures.
 
   “He looks like you.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   He handed the wallet back to her. “Think you’ll like living in the country? It’s a lot different.”
 
   “Sure. It’s quiet. That’ll be nice.”
 
   Scott snickered. He’d known plenty of folks who thought the country would be nice until they got here. Then all they wanted to do was turn their quiet paradise into the city. They’d complain about the very things that drew them to the wide-open spaces to begin with. Scott had first-hand knowledge of how a city girl could have trouble feeling at home in the country. 
 
   “Don’t be so quick to think you’ll fit right in. We don’t have good shopping around here, you know.”
 
   “I’m internet savvy. The UPS man comes this way, doesn’t he?”
 
   He nodded. “Sure. Well, maybe you’ll surprise me.” 
 
   He raised his tea glass, and she raised hers to meet his. 
 
   “Welcome to our little neck of the woods. I hope you settle in and don’t regret joining us.” He tipped his glass to hers, then took the last swig of his sweet tea. “I’m having a few people over Sunday afternoon. I’ll throw something on the grill. Nothing fancy. Will you come?”
 
   She hesitated.
 
   “I thought you’d like to meet a few of the locals, and I do make the best steak in town.”
 
   “True, and making new friends is part of starting a new life.” She nodded. “Yeah. Thanks. Deputy Dan won’t be there, will he?”
 
   “No. I’m thinking you might need some time to cool off before you see him again.”
 
   “You got that right.”
 
   He drew a map on a paper napkin, then turned it to face her and talked her through the directions. She pointed out the window of the diner—left and then right. “Okay. So that way, right?”
 
   “Tell you what. I know exactly where you live. Why don’t I just pick you up at one?”
 
   “No. That’s too much trouble. Plus you’ll be getting ready for your guests.”
 
   He shook his head. “Nope. I insist. Not a problem. They won’t get there until around two. You can help me get ready. I could use an extra hand.”
 
   She felt relieved because she didn’t know her way around yet, and all the roads looked the same. All trees or all crops. 
 
   “Deal.” 
 
   They shared a smile and a handshake.
 
   “I better warn you,” she said. “I’m not too good in the kitchen.”
 
   “Thanks for the warning.” Scott dug in his front pocket, peeled off the money to pay the bill, and put it on the table for the waitress. “Ready?”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   They walked back up the street to the station and around back to where both their cars were parked. Scott had made the deputy retrieve his car from the side of the road while he and Kasey went to dinner. 
 
   She told Scott goodbye and started her Porsche, relieved to hear the hum of the engine. Driving these country roads at night was a daunting new experience. There wasn’t a streetlight beyond the small town, and she’d never driven these roads in the dark before. It seemed much darker here than the surroundings of the farm in Pungo, but then when she first moved to Pungo she remembered feeling that way, too. She tightened her grip on the steering wheel.
 
   Okay, little animals, no darting out in front of my car. 
 
   The mailbox with PHILLIPS in reflective lettering came into view. She let out a long sigh. She’d thought to put Rolly on the box, but since she never took Nick’s name, it seemed a little creepy to do it now. At least, that’s what Riley had said when she’d shared the idea with her. 
 
   Kasey pulled into the driveway and got out of the car. After a few steps, she realized that it was so pitch black she couldn’t see her way to her front door. This place brought a whole new meaning to the word dark. She made a mental note to check the timer on the garden lights and to leave the porch lights on.
 
   Inching her way back to her car, she fumbled with the key to get it into the ignition. The headlights brightened a path to the door. She unclipped the house key from the key ring and ran to the house and unlocked the front door. She turned on the porch light, then headed back to turn off the headlights. 
 
   Something scampered in the bushes. 
 
   In an all-out sprint, she ran to retrieve her car keys and then raced back as fast as she could. She slammed the door behind her, heaving deep breaths. When had she become such a sissy? Or gotten so out of shape? She squeezed her left side to alleviate the cramp, probably from the heavy dinner she’d just consumed.
 
   Adrenaline surged through her veins as her anxiety rose with each creak and noise from the darkness outside. She tried to shake her skittishness by flipping on the lights in every room and turning on the television. 
 
   “There. That’s more like it.”
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Twenty-Two
 
    
 
   Kasey had fallen asleep watching television. She woke to bright sunshine and birds chirping outside and every light in the house still on. That felt ridiculous now.
 
   She turned off the TV, and got up to make some coffee.
 
   Being arrested hadn’t been the least bit funny at the time, but after the nice dinner with Scott, she’d begun to see the humor in the chain of events. She’d always been a fly-by-the-seat-of-her-pants kind of a girl, but not once had she ever been in real trouble. Riley and Von would get a big laugh out of this. Grem would’ve had an all out hissy fit if she’d known Kasey had flirted with a criminal record. Thank goodness she hadn’t had to call Grem for bail. 
 
   Welcome to Adams Grove.
 
   She started the coffee, got her laptop from her office, and sat at the kitchen bar. After all the action of being on tour, it felt weird to sit still with nothing going on around her. She checked her email, then went to Cody Tuggle’s website. One click on the events page and she saw that they were in Florida tonight. 
 
   Good place to be the last week of January.
 
   She got up and poured a cup of coffee, then sat back down. After a show, Cody didn’t wind down until after nine in the morning. He’d be up. She picked up her phone and dialed his cell number.
 
   “Hey, Kasey. I’m so glad you called.”
 
   His enthusiasm reflected her own. Their friendship had grown so much over the last few months. “Not a bad time?”
 
   “No. Everything okay?”
 
   “Yes. Everything’s fine. I was just thinking about y’all and thought I’d check in. I do have some news.”
 
   “About Jake?” Cody sounded hopeful.
 
   “No. Nothing there yet, but I moved.”
 
   “Moved? You just got home.”
 
   “I know. It sounds crazy, doesn’t it?” She explained the whole story—from Chaz Huckaby to the house. Cody seemed to understand her immediate connection to the place.
 
   “I think you did the right thing. You sound good. Real good.”
 
    “It’s just a little hard to embrace all the quiet after the pace of the tour.” 
 
    “You can always come back,” he said as if the answer was obvious. “I do have a seat on my plane that’s empty.”
 
   “I’ll keep that in mind. I’ll email you the mailing address and phone number in case there’s anything we need to handle on the book. If you ever get back out this way, stop on by.”
 
   “By the way, I need to thank you.” 
 
   “Yeah? For what?”
 
   “I have some news, too,” he said.
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “Annette tracked down Lou for me. She’s divorced. I’m thinking about giving her a call.”
 
   Kasey smiled. “True love. You know it when you feel it. Good luck.”
 
   “Thanks.” His voice softened. “I’m glad you called. We’ve missed you around here. Keep in touch, will you?” 
 
   “Count on it.” She hung up feeling connected in a good way.
 
    
 
   The weather was chilly, but not as frigid as the first week of February could be. Kasey spent all day Saturday taking pictures and getting to know the new property by snapping off rolls and rolls of film. She’d test out her new darkroom developing the film. She looked forward to that.
 
   The landscape, trees, the goats, and anything that came in view of her lens was fair game. She made a mental note to drive into town and get a book on birds. She’d caught several on film. Beautiful ones. But she had no idea what kind they were, and some things were just more convenient to have in book form rather than having to Google around on the internet.
 
   She liked exploring the place, although it would have been more fun with Dutch by her side. He was good company, but Von convinced her that the old dog would be better off with the familiar surroundings and the constant attention of the 4-H-ers who frequented the Rocking R. It killed her to leave him behind, but the fifteen-year old-dog probably wouldn’t do so well being uprooted. It was the right thing to do for him even if it was hard for her.
 
   It was after five when she came back into the house. She turned up the heat and took a warm bath. Wrapped in her favorite robe, she popped popcorn for dinner. 
 
   Accepting Scott’s invitation to his cookout tomorrow had seemed like a good idea at the time, but now she wished she hadn’t accepted. She couldn’t go empty-handed. Nick had stocked several bottles of wine in the rack, but wine didn’t seem like the right thing to take. She hadn’t stocked the pantry yet, but then her cooking skills weren’t that good anyway. She didn’t want to embarrass herself in front of her new neighbors. Maybe she could backtrack her way to the market in the morning and pick up something. 
 
   She climbed into bed, exhausted from the fresh air. A dog howled in the distance and she wondered if it might be a coyote. Not that she’d ever heard a coyote howl, except in those spooky Halloween soundtracks. Taking in a couple of long, cleansing breaths, she reminded herself she was safe here, and tugged the covers over herself.
 
    
 
   Kasey’s body clock woke her at seven. She stretched herself out full-length pointing her toes under the sheets. The extra-high mattress required a leap to the floor, as had the one she and Nick had shared before. The height had been no problem for him. He’d been tall. The bed was so high she literally had to climb in and out. She jumped to the ground and raised her hands over her head in an exaggerated gymnast’s flourish, as if she'd nailed the landing. 
 
   Nick used to tease her about her bed dismounts, shouting out scores as if he was a judge on Dancing With the Stars. He’d built a little stool to keep next to the bed, but she liked the bouncy dismount better. He pretended to spot her sometimes, just so he could cop a feel. As if he needed an excuse for something they both liked anyway
 
   I miss you, Nick. 
 
   If Nick and Jake were here, this house would be full of comforting boy howls and playful banter. Instead, it was quiet. 
 
   Will I ever get used to the quiet?
 
   Kasey made a cup of coffee, sat at the table in the corner of the kitchen, and looked out over the pastures, fully aware that Nick had this view in mind when he designed this space. She closed her eyes and squeezed her coffee cup. Tears tickled her bottom lashes. She felt the familiar warmth of Nick in the room. She blinked and shook off the thought. It was still too hard to go there—the wounds still too fresh when she missed him as she did now.
 
   If she was going to find something suitable to take to Scott’s cookout, she needed to get busy. She got dressed and drove to town without one wrong turn. There weren’t large quantities of anything in the little market, but to her surprise there was most anything you could want, including some things you wouldn’t expect—like fishing poles and waders. 
 
   Deviled eggs would be easy enough. She could probably pull that off. She’d made them a couple of times. But if she didn’t peel the eggshells off just right, all the eggs would be gouged. That would be embarrassing with people she didn’t know—even with people she did. 
 
   She was a photographer, not a cook. She was good at creative stuff. Grem sure as heck never cooked, and it wasn’t something Kasey had ever learned to do. She spotted the waders again and had an idea. Tossing them in the cart, she picked up a few other things and headed to the register, pleased with her purchases. On the drive home, the feeling of accomplishment lifted her mood. She still had plenty of time before Scott picked her up at one.
 
   As she approached the house, she was surprised to see a man leaning against a car in her driveway, his legs and arms crossed, waiting.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Twenty-Three
 
    
 
   Kasey pulled her car to a stop next to him.
 
   “Jeremy? What are you doing here?” she asked as she got out of the car. “Is everything okay?”
 
   “Housewarming. I brought presents.” He lifted a big basket with a gingham kitchen towel draped across the top.
 
   Kasey started to hug him, but a sweet aroma captured her attention. She released him and lifted the cloth draped over the basket. “What smells so—lemon poppyseed?”
 
   “Of course.” 
 
   “My favorite. I can’t believe you drove all the way out here to bring me muffins. How did you find it? My GPS couldn’t even find the address.”
 
   “It’s not that big of a town,” Jeremy said with a slight hesitation. “Internet. You can find anything online. You don’t mind, do you?”
 
   “Heck no, especially when you come with fresh baked goods.”
 
   Jeremy’s face lit up. “How’ve you been?” 
 
   “Fine. Great, actually.” She walked back to her car to get the groceries. Jeremy followed her, carrying the basket.
 
   “Need some help?”
 
   “Yeah. Thanks.” She loaded his free arm with one bag, lifted the other, and headed to the house. Her expression grew serious. “Did Grem send you to do her dirty work?”
 
   “No. She doesn’t know I’m here. I came on my own.”
 
   “Oh.” She blinked in surprise. 
 
   He followed close behind her. “She has been down since you left, though.”
 
   “I don’t know why. I’ve only been gone a few days. It’s not like we used to see each other every day.”
 
   He shrugged. “I guess it's just knowing that you’re farther away. She’s not getting any younger, just crankier.”
 
   “You got that right.” She laughed. “She’ll be fine. She has her friends.”
 
   “This time I think it’s different. She had me take her to the doctor yesterday.”
 
   That got Kasey’s attention. “Grem hates the doctor.”
 
   His brows flickered a little, and his dark eyes softened. “I thought you’d want to know.”
 
   Kasey knew she should check on Grem, but all their conversations ended up being about her moving into the carriage house, and that wasn’t going to happen. It made her feel guilty as hell.
 
   “Is she okay?”
 
   “Seems to be. They ran some blood work. I guess she’ll hear those results next week. I’ll keep you posted.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   Jeremy put the basket on the kitchen table. “Nice place. How do you like living out here?”
 
   “I love it.”
 
   He raised a brow. “I can’t picture you this far out in the country.”
 
   She unloaded the shopping bags. “It’s not like I’m beating my laundry on a rock or dipping water out of a well.”
 
   “It’s a lot farther away than you were before.”
 
   “True.” She leaned against the counter. “I’m surprised Nick never mentioned this place to you and Grem. He never was good at keeping a secret,” she said. “Seems like he would’ve told someone.” She shrugged, not really expecting an answer.
 
   “Didn’t look like there were any fast food or delivery places nearby. You could starve out here.”
 
   “I’ll just have to cook.”
 
   “Is that burnt popcorn I smell?” He sniffed. “Hope he installed a smoke alarm.” 
 
   “Ha ha, so I’ll know when dinner is done. Funny. And yes. That’s what I had for dinner last night.” 
 
   Kasey was happy to see Jeremy, but she didn’t have much time before Scott came to pick her up. She hadn’t expected the unannounced company. Even though Scott wasn’t a date, she’d feel awkward if Jeremy was there when he arrived. She needed to get a move on. How was she going to get rid of Jeremy without being rude? She put the rest of the groceries away. She put the waders, a potted mum, and some ribbon on the table. 
 
   “What are you doing?” Jeremy asked, pulling up a chair.
 
   “A project.” She took a pair of scissors out of the kitchen drawer and cut one of the waders down to a manageable size that would hold the potted plant. She folded the top of the boot over, cut slits in a row around it, ran a ribbon through the slits and tied a perfect bow. She wiggled the pot down into the boot until the bright flowers nestled into place. 
 
   “Cute,” Jeremy said. 
 
   “I’m not done. Wait here. Be right back.” She rushed down the hall into the darkroom. She dug through bins full of pictures that weren’t keepers but were too good to toss, and found what she was looking for. As she turned to stand, she slammed right into Jeremy. Her heart leaped into her throat.
 
   “You scared me to death.” She swatted him on the arm and took a deep breath, hoping to slow her racing heart. “I didn’t hear you come up behind me.” She was inexplicably irked.
 
   “Sorry. I followed you.”
 
   Kasey pushed past him. “Don’t scare me like that again.”
 
   “See. You are antsy about living out here, aren’t you?”
 
   Irritated by his mocking tone, Kasey said, “No. Not at all.” Why was he challenging her? 
 
   She took the handful of photos back to the kitchen table.
 
   “Well, I won’t hold you up. I just wanted to let you know about your grandmother and see how you were settling in. Give you the housewarming gift.”
 
   She wiped her hands on her pants. Thank goodness. He was finally going to leave. She still needed to get ready. “I’ll walk you out. Oh, and thanks for the muffins. The dish towel matches the kitchen. That was sweet. ”
 
   He just stood there for a moment, which was a little awkward. She made her way toward the door, hoping he would follow. He did, and she walked him to the car. He got into the car and rolled down the window, tossing something her way. She caught it in mid-air, then opened her hand. A butterscotch candy. 
 
   Of course. 
 
   She waved, feeling a little bad for being annoyed by his surprise visit.
 
   Back in the kitchen, she cut the pictures and positioned them onto the boot, gluing and layering them into place. She hadn’t decoupaged anything in a long time. Hopefully the lacquer would dry before Scott arrived. She opened the first drawer in the kitchen to toss the butterscotch candy into it. There were already a few in there. 
 
   Old habits. Jake had probably emptied his little pockets in here on his visits. Before meals, it was their routine for Jake to empty his pockets of all his collections into the kitchen junk drawer. She missed that. Sometimes he’d have little army men or rocks, and oftentimes candy or Lucky Charms marshmallows that he’d tucked away. 
 
   She took a deep breath and turned her attention to the project before she got all misty-eyed. The planter turned out so cute, she thought about keeping it for herself. She gently placed it into a large paper sack and set it next to the door before she changed her mind.
 
   She showered, blew her hair dry, and put on jeans and her favorite denim shirt. Her wide leather belt popped as she tugged it through the loops. She twisted to get a good look in the mirror, and pouffed the bottom of her shirt.
 
   The idea of the cookout—of meeting a bunch of strangers—made her stomach queasy. It’s just a casual get-together, and the chance to meet new neighbors. She shoved her hands into her back pockets and rocked side to side, trying to burn her excess energy. 
 
   A few minutes later, Scott pulled the Thunderbird into the driveway. Even though she expected to see it this time, the sight of the car still made her heart skip a beat. 
 
   Scott tooted the horn twice. 
 
   Kasey picked up her camera bag, grabbed the paper sack, slammed the door behind her, and went outside to meet him.
 
   “Hey, girl,” Scott said as he climbed out of the car.
 
   “Hey, yourself.” She walked to the passenger side.
 
   He followed behind her and closed the door after she’d settled into the seat. With a click of the lap belt, she was ready to go. “All set.”
 
   Scott got into the car and nodded toward the paper sack, her purse and the camera bag all shoved onto the floor board. “Do you ever travel light?”
 
   “I have to have my camera with me. Occupational hazard.”
 
   “I suppose.” He pointed to the side of the house. “Who does the RV belong to?”
 
   “Me.”
 
   He gave her a sidelong glance. “You drive that thing?”
 
   “Yep. For work. I used to do a lot of work on the road before I married Nick. That thing is fully equipped—darkroom and all my backdrops, lighting and stuff. A self-contained photo studio. I haven’t used it much over the last couple of years, but I’m afraid no one would be interested in buying it.”
 
   “Sounds cool.” He nodded, looking impressed, then put the car in reverse and backed out of the long driveway. 
 
   Big puffy cotton-candy clouds filled the sky. The kind of clouds that somehow never get in the way of the sunshine, even though they’re everywhere. 
 
   The silence was a bit awkward. Kasey asked, “How far away do you live?”
 
   “About eight miles.”
 
   “You said your mom lives out this way?” 
 
   His mouth curved as if he was on the verge of laughter. “She lives at the other end of Nickel Creek, near the river.”
 
   “I haven’t been to that end of the road yet.”
 
   He turned to her, his thick hair skimming his shirt collar in the back. “It’s nice. There’s a boat ramp down that way, too. Most people take Bradford Junction Road to get to it, though, so your road is pretty quiet.” Scott looked relaxed, one of his arms propped on the console as he drove. 
 
   “Yeah. It is quiet. I think I’ve seen two cars in the last two days.” She looked out the window as he turned off the main road. “Hey, this is a regular neighborhood.”
 
   He chuckled. “What did you expect? Cows?”
 
   “Quit laughing. But yeah, maybe.”
 
   He drove past the row of houses, a mishmash of new and turn-of-the-century buildings. Scott’s house was at the very end of the road, nestled amidst huge old trees. “The river runs behind the house,” he said as he parked the car.
 
   He offered to help her with her bags, but she insisted on carrying them herself. Kasey followed closely behind him to the side door. She could see the water from there. 
 
   “You are right on the water.”
 
   “Yep. I grew up on these rivers, boating and fishing with my dad.” He pointed down the slope to a boathouse and dock. “I have a pontoon boat and a fishing boat. We’ll have to go out sometime.”
 
   “That sounds like fun.”
 
   Inside, the house was tidy but lacked a feminine touch. It had an open floor plan. From where she stood, she could see the living room, dining room and kitchen. In the living room, a stone fireplace stretched across one entire wall. Its heavy wooden mantel appeared to be hand-carved. Oversized leather and suede furniture looked comfortable enough to nap in. She found herself mentally redecorating the place in something other than shades of brown.
 
   The kitchen was huge and very upscale. It looked like something off the Food Network, with tons of cabinets and a fancy multi-burner gas range. It even had two ovens. An array of food cluttered the counter, an assortment of pots nearby. She felt totally inadequate already. 
 
   “I take it you’re a pretty good cook?” Kasey couldn’t hide her surprise or keep from feeling a little jealous. He even had things prepped and ready to go without a mess.
 
   He blushed, grinning. A dimple became visible on his left cheek. “Yeah. I’ve been a bachelor a long time. I had to learn to cook or starve, and I figured out pretty fast that I couldn’t live on take out with the limited options we have in this town.”
 
   “I’m impressed.”
 
   He pulled fresh ingredients out of the refrigerator. “Are you going to show me what you have in that huge paper sack?” 
 
   “I’d love to.” She placed the paper bag on the center island, its black granite countertop cool to her touch. “It’s a little present to thank you for springing me out of jail and inviting me over.”
 
   He cocked his head. “Really? That wasn’t necessary.” He set aside what he had in his hands and rubbed them together like an excited eight-year-old. “But I love surprises.” 
 
   He reached into the bag and pulled out the planter. Kasey waited for his reaction.
 
   “Neat.” He smiled, but then lowered his eyebrows. “How did you get so many pictures of my car?”
 
   “It’s not your car, but only you and I have to know that.”
 
   “It looks just like mine.”
 
   “They’re pictures of my husband’s Thunderbird.”
 
   Scott looked surprised. “Your husband’s? He had a car just like mine?”
 
   She nodded. “I know. Isn’t that crazy? It’s in the garage behind the house.”
 
   “I have to admit something about the day my car broke down. When I turned around and saw you getting out of that Thunderbird to rescue me, I thought that big rig had hit me—I’d died and Nick had come to take me to heaven.”
 
   “No wonder you were all out of sorts that day.”
 
   That memory was still so sharp. “Oh, yeah. You got that right.”
 
   “It does look just like my car.” He put his arm around her shoulder and gave her a friendly squeeze. “Thanks. That was thoughtful. I love it.”
 
   “I’m glad.” She casually leaned against the island. “I hope you love it so much that I’m off the hook for any cooking assignments. I warned you—my talents lie elsewhere.” She scrunched her face.
 
   “You’re off duty.” He pulled a bar stool next to the counter and patted the seat. “Here you go. The best guest seat in the house.”
 
   She hopped up on the chair, happy to follow the order.
 
   He poured two glasses of wine, then chopped and sliced. Kasey sipped wine and watched him move around the kitchen like a Top Chef. She picked up a magazine featuring do-it-yourself projects from the counter and flipped through it as they talked.
 
   Kasey held the magazine up in front of her. “You must be kind of handy if you’re going to take on any of these projects.”
 
   He tossed a wooden spoon in the air and caught it behind his back. “I’m full of untapped talent.”
 
   “Impressive.” She put down the magazine and applauded.
 
   “My mom got me that subscription for my birthday. I have built a few things I saw in there. A deck box, the picnic table, and a rocking horse for some friends who had a baby boy last year.” He tossed salad as he spoke.
 
   “You are talented.” She picked up the magazine and flipped through it again, paying closer attention this time. “This is really cute.” She turned the magazine to face him. He leaned over as he smoothed olive oil over baked potatoes and rolled them in kosher salt. 
 
   “The swing?” 
 
   “Yeah, isn’t it cute? I love the stars and stripes. My Jake would love it.”
 
   “That’s a five-minute job,” he said.
 
   “Yeah, right. It’s adorable.” Kasey smiled as she pictured Jake swinging, pumping his legs to go as high as possible. In the photo, the swing’s plank seat hung from thick ropes that knotted beneath it. She left the magazine opened to that page and laid it on the counter.
 
   Scott opened the pre-heated oven and slid the cookie sheet of potatoes inside. Ears of corn, still in the husk, lined the counter. Beside them was a plastic container of steaks in a marinade of herbs that tickled her nose.
 
   Scott washed his hands and dried them on a dish towel.
 
   “Come on, we have some time. Let me introduce you to Maggie and show you the boat house before everyone gets here. Better grab your jacket.”
 
   “Maggie?”
 
   “You’ll love her.” 
 
   She put on her jacket. and he led her out of the kitchen through the back door. They walked down a path to the water’s edge. 
 
   A black lab ran up to Scott with her tail wagging. “This is Maggie.”
 
   Kasey stooped down and let the dog sniff her hand. Once Maggie gave her an approving lick, Kasey patted her head. 
 
   “How’s my girl today?” Scott asked. “You ready for some supper?”
 
   Maggie spun in excitement.
 
   “Maggie, show Miss Kasey what you’ve been up to while I get your food.”
 
   Maggie headed to the boathouse that bordered the dock at the bottom of Scott’s property. She barked and led Kasey to the back of the building to a smaller room. 
 
   Kasey raised a brow and looked in Scott’s direction.
 
   “Lassie doesn’t have anything on my Maggie.
 
   “All-righty then.” Kasey followed in Maggie’s footsteps.
 
   In the corner of the room was an empty kiddie pool. Well, not really empty. It was filled with a dog's bed and puppies. Lots of puppies!
 
   Maggie stepped gingerly into the middle of the pool, then sat proudly next to her litter, thumping her tail. 
 
   “Miss Maggie, you’ve been busy. How many pups do you have there, girl?” Kasey counted. “My goodness, eight, nine, ten? You must be one pooped pup.”
 
   Maggie charged out of the pool toward Scott, who entered the room carrying her bowl.
 
   Scott put the bowl of food on the floor, then squatted next to Kasey. “Are they the cutest little things you’ve ever seen?”
 
   “They’re adorable. And so many. The brown one is huge. He looks like someone snuck him in from an older litter.”
 
   “Yeah. She usually has a couple chocolates. This time they were all black with the exception of those two. One brown and one yellow. The yellow pup is the runt. She’s my favorite.”
 
   “Ohhhh, she’s cute, too.”
 
   Scott scooped up the tiny yellow lab and handed her to Kasey. The puppy snuggled against her chest. 
 
   “Their eyes just opened about a week ago.” Scott picked up another puppy.
 
   The yellow lab licked at Kasey’s nose. “Puppy breath. There’s just nothing better than puppy breath. I have got to get my camera.”
 
   “You can take pictures later. They won’t be going far for a while. Let me show you the boats.”
 
   “Okay.” She kissed the puppy on the nose. It reached its tiny paws toward her face. Kasey nuzzled it one last time, then followed Scott out to the dock. 
 
   Kasey felt a tug of regret. “That makes me miss our black lab, Dutch. I left him back at the other farm. Everyone thought he was too old to uproot. He’ll get way more attention there from familiar folks, too. It was the right thing to do, but it was hard. I miss him.”
 
   “I bet.” Scott took her hand and helped her step onto the floating dock. “Steady there.”
 
   “Two boats,” she said, looking from the big pontoon boat to the bright glitter-bottomed boat.
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “That one has quite a bit of bling on it, doesn’t it,” she teased.
 
   “The fish love it.”
 
   “You’d think it would scare them away.”
 
   “They like shiny stuff.” He leaned back against one of the dock posts. “Do you like to fish?” 
 
   “I’ve got my fair share of fishing stories, and I have to admit I do like shiny stuff.”
 
   “Ahhhh. There’s nothing like fishing early in the morning as the sun just peeks over the horizon. So peaceful, you can hear the fish wake up.”
 
   “Sounds nice.” She looked out over the water. Trees hung over the edges of the river, lush and green. “It’s pretty down here.”
 
   “I grew up on this river. I never tire of it.” He glanced at his watch. “We’d better get back up to the house. Folks should be here soon.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   They hiked back up the steep incline to the house. People were already in the kitchen, making themselves at home.
 
   Scott opened the screen door.
 
   “Hey.” Scott cuffed a guy on the shoulder, then hugged the woman next to him.
 
   “That your famous marinade?” the man asked.
 
   “You better believe it. Y’all would run me out on a rail if I didn’t produce the best steak in town, as promised.” Scott turned away from them, then looped a black apron over his head and tied the strings behind him. 
 
   He faced them and everyone laughed.
 
   Best Mooin’ Marinade was embroidered on the front of the apron in bright red. Beneath it was a caricature of Scott with a chef’s hat, grill fork, and a sheriff’s badge, chasing cows.
 
   “You like?” he asked.
 
   Scott reached for Kasey and pulled her in to the group. [bookmark: _Toc256242976]“This is Kasey. She just moved in over on Nickel Creek.”
 
   “The house they’ve been renovating for like a year?” a tall, lanky brown-haired man asked.
 
   Kasey extended her hand and shook his. “Yep. That’s the one.” 
 
   He gave her a firm handshake. “I’m Dusty. I did the tile work over there.”
 
   She brightened. “You’re kidding.”
 
   “Bathroom and kitchen,” he said, satisfaction in his eyes.
 
   “It’s lovely. It’s so nice to meet you.”
 
   He smiled and tilted his head toward the woman who stood by his side. “This is my bride, Angie.”
 
   “Nice to meet you, Dusty and Angie.”
 
   “Angie made this apron for me,” Scott said. “She’s quite talented with that embroidery machine.”
 
   “Did you design it, too?” Kasey asked.
 
   Angie nodded. 
 
   “Beautiful needlework. I love the detail.”
 
   She blushed. “Thanks.”
 
   “I did some work over there on Nickel Creek, too,” said the shorter of the two men “I hauled all the debris from the demolition away. They gutted that place.”
 
   “Chaz was telling me about it. I never saw the house before it was done. My husband surprised me with it.”
 
   “How romantic,” Angie said, elbowing Dusty. “Why don’t you ever think of sweet stuff like that?”
 
   Ignoring his wife’s comment, he shifted his attention back to Kasey. “Aw, man. You should have seen it. What a mess. We hauled junk for three days before they could even start the demolition. We all thought the guy was nuts. I couldn’t believe it when I came back to do the tile work. That place is a miracle makeover.”
 
   “I wish I had pictures of it before the renovation,” Kasey said, feeling more comfortable with them already.
 
   “Is your husband coming over later?” Dusty asked.
 
   Kasey took in a sharp breath. She’d been fine up to that point.
 
   Scott jumped in. “Remember that accident over the summer? The pickup truck in the Nottoway and the missing child? That was Kasey’s husband and son.”
 
   A chill ran through Kasey. 
 
   Angie put her arm around Kasey’s shoulder. “Sorry. We didn’t know. We’re glad you’re here. You’ll love this town. The people are wonderful.”
 
   Kasey gave her a wan smile. “I can see that. Thanks.” Her eyes grew moist. “It’s still kind of hard.”
 
   “I’m sure,” Angie said. “Don’t worry about tears. We understand. Most of us were out there helping look for your little angel.”
 
   Everyone in the small group nodded.
 
   “You know, Kasey,” Dusty said, his tone upbeat, “I would bet money that Chaz has pictures of that place from before y’all bought it. If he doesn’t, Garrett Malloy will. He did most of the renovation work. Let’s ask Chaz when he gets here.”
 
   “That’d be great,” Kasey said, relieved at the change in subject.
 
   “Kasey is a professional photographer,” Scott said.
 
   With that Kasey reached for her camera bag and lifted it out of the case. “Be forewarned. I was telling Scott: it’s an occupational hazard. Does anyone mind if I take pictures?”
 
   “No, no, we don’t mind.” Everyone shook their heads smiled.
 
   Before Kasey could snap her first photo, Chaz and his wife walked in, followed by Scott’s duck hunting buddy, Jeff, and the dispatcher from the police station, Allison. 
 
   “Hey, everyone,” Chaz said in his booming voice. He grabbed a beer from a tub of ice, tossed a diet soda to his wife, and handed a beer to Allison. Then he noticed Kasey. “Hey-ey-ey, I see you’ve met the new girl in town.” 
 
   Kasey waved from across the room. 
 
   “How did you and Scott meet?” Chaz’s wife asked.
 
   Kasey and Scott shared a look, then laughed. 
 
   Kasey put up her hands. “I’m not talking.”
 
   Everyone looked curious.
 
   “I sprung her from jail after Deputy Dan arrested her,” Scott said, and paused for a reaction.
 
   The room got quiet.
 
   Allison almost choked on a swallow of beer. “Oh, no. You’re not the one he accused of stealing Scott’s car, then threw you in the slammer?”
 
   Kasey nodded and put both of her hands in the air. “Guilty.”
 
   “Man. We’ve been riding him all week about that. That man gets in more fixes.”
 
   “All right,” Scott said. “Now let’s be fair. Everything worked out, and we got to meet our new neighbor. How about a toast to our new friend Kasey?”
 
   Everyone raised their glasses and cheered.
 
   Allison waved from across the room, capturing Kasey’s attention. “You know, you look so familiar. I just can’t place you. Have we met?”
 
   “I don’t think so. I haven’t been here long,” Kasey said.
 
   “And you’re a photographer?” Allison asked.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Allison’s brows pulled together. “Really? Like at the Walmart?”
 
   Kasey smiled, trying not to snicker. “No. Not exactly. I shoot advertisements and calendars, commercial photography. Celebrities, cars, that kind of stuff.”
 
   Allison squealed in a pitch so high that the people around her leaned away. She snapped her fingers. “Oh. My. God!” She bounced as she spoke. “I know who you are. You’re the Kasey Phillips that was on tour with Cody Tuggle. I can’t believe it. I just love him. You were dating him?”[bookmark: _Toc256242975]
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Twenty-Four
 
    
 
   Kasey felt the color drain from her face. “No. No. No. You can’t believe everything you read. I was shooting his tour. It was a job. That’s it.”
 
   “But you’re like friends, right?”
 
   “Yeah.” Her mood lifted a little. “Yeah, I’d call him a friend.”
 
   “I keep hoping he’ll come to the Carolina Crossroads. I'm dying to see him in concert.”
 
   “I photographed the tour for a book that will be coming out later this year,” Kasey said. “I’ll get you a copy.”
 
   “Oh. My. Gosh! Like, he is so freakin’ hot, and I read in that newspaper—which one was it? —I don’t remember, but I did see y’all on the cover together. You looked pretty cozy. I am so jealous.”
 
   A momentary look of discomfort crossed Scott’s face.
 
   Kasey said, “Strictly business. He’s a nice guy. We were running to the car and dodging paparazzi. That’s it.”
 
   Allison winked at her. “Oh. Okay.”
 
   “I’m serious.” Kasey could tell there was no changing Allison’s opinion. To her that gossip rag was gospel. Kasey started to say something else, but figured there was no point. 
 
   Thankfully, Chaz shifted the conversation and the group headed out to the patio. 
 
   Scott’s outdoor kitchen was as nice as the one indoors. A propane grill took up at least five feet of one end of the deck. Scott plopped the steaks on the sizzling grate of the stainless steel monstrosity, and then everyone split into teams to throw horseshoes. 
 
   Kasey had never played, and she didn’t have beginner’s luck. Her new friends were getting a good laugh over of her lack of skill. That was fun for a little while, but she decided she’d do better taking pictures than playing. She took some candid shots. When Scott halted the games so he could flip the steaks, she got everyone together for a group picture. She set the timer on the camera and joined the group for the photo.
 
   Chaz’s wife was fluffy and had an outdated hairstyle. Her cheeks plumped from the smile that never left her face. She was the kind of person you instantly liked. “I just love photographs, Kasey. I hope you won’t mind getting me copies of a few of these pictures to remember this nice day.”
 
   “My pleasure. I love to scrapbook. I’d be happy to put something together for you.”
 
   “I’m a scrapbooker, too! We should get together sometime.”
 
   “I'd like that. And I want to thank you personally for the delicious cake you baked for me. I really enjoyed it. That was such a sweet gesture.” 
 
   “I am glad you liked it, and I’m glad you’re here. It will be nice to have some new young folks around this old town.”
 
   Scott clanged a dinner bell from the porch. “Okay troops, soup’s on.” 
 
   Everyone lined up around a long oak table and piled their plates high. Once they took their seats, they bowed their heads for a prayer that Chaz led before they dug into the bounty. Kasey eyes misted as Chaz said the prayer and everyone held hands. She felt so much comfort and love with this quirky group of folks that seemed to accept her as one of their own. No questions asked. Well, except for Deputy Dan, but she figured he’d show up with an apology one day and she’d have to accept it.
 
    
 
   After dinner, they all moved inside since the sun sank lower and the air grew chilly. Folks departed, few by few, until Kasey and Scott were left alone.
 
   “I had the best day. Thank you so much for inviting me.” 
 
   “You were the best part of it.”
 
   Kasey swallowed hard, searching for a response. “You have a beautiful home and terrific friends,” she said. “And you’re right: you do make the best steak around.”
 
   “Thanks.” Scott hesitated as if he wanted to say something but couldn’t decide whether he should. He put some leftovers in the refrigerator, then leveled his gaze on her. “So, I have to ask. Did you really date Cody Tuggle?”
 
   “No. That was just a gossip rag lie. You can’t believe anything they print in those things.”
 
   “Good. I don’t think I could compete with a country star.”
 
   The comment caught her off guard. As nice as he was, that wasn’t something that she could even imagine. “Well, I’m no prize,” she said quietly. “I’ve got more baggage than the airlines and I doubt this old heart will ever be the same after what I’ve been through.”
 
   He nodded once. “I didn’t mean it. Actually, yes...I did mean it like that.” He let out a loud breath and then shook his head. “I’m sorry. I know it’s lousy timing. But you’re nice. I like you.” He shifted awkwardly. “You know, I was married once.”
 
   “You mentioned an ex-wife. You don’t seem the marrying kind, though.”
 
   “You saying I’m ugly?”
 
   “No,” she responded—almost too quickly. “You just seem very well settled into your bachelor life.”
 
   “It is pretty sweet.” He smiled easily. “But I miss having someone in my life.”
 
   “What was your wife like?”
 
   “A little like you. A city girl. Ruth and I met in college. She was from Atlanta.” He shook his head and frowned a bit. “Man, I loved that girl.” He walked into the living room.
 
   “What happened?” she asked as she followed.
 
   “I guess the country sounds more charming than it is.” Scott sat on the couch and motioned for Kasey to join him. “She was lonely, hated the quiet and being so far from shopping and fancy restaurants. She couldn’t stand being so far away from folks, and she didn't like the fact that there wasn’t much privacy in a small town.”
 
   Kasey sat next to Scott.
 
   “She spent most of her time begging me to transfer to a bigger town. Ruth hung in there for almost two years. She was miserable and...well, before we knew it, we both were. I wasn’t going to live in the city. I’m not the type, and she couldn’t live here.”
 
   “Different worlds. Sometimes it works, sometimes it doesn’t. Sorry that happened to you.” 
 
   “Yeah, me too. But hey, we get through what we have to, don’t we?”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   He put his arm up on the back of the couch. “How are you liking the country life so far, Miss City Girl?”
 
   “Loving it. So far, so good.”
 
   “No regrets?”
 
   “Not one.”
 
   “It’s only been a week,” he reminded her.
 
   “Hey, give me a break. I can handle the country. I did live on a farm out in the country in Pungo, remember?”
 
   “That’s pretty close to Virginia Beach, though. You could go to the mall without much trouble, or to a nice restaurant.” He brushed her hair behind her shoulder. “But I hope you’re right. It will be nice to have you as a neighbor.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   “What are you doing on Wednesday?” Scott asked.
 
   “I’ll probably get some of my stuff put away. I don’t know. Why?”
 
   “It’s my day off. I’m going fishing. Why don’t you join me?”
 
   “It’s kind of cold, and isn’t it supposed to rain?” 
 
   “Nothing more peaceful than sitting on the dock listening to the rain splatter.”
 
   “Could make for a bad hair day.”
 
   “You could wear a hat,” he said. 
 
   A man with an answer for everything. 
 
   She started to turn him down, but why? “What should I bring?” she asked with a smile.
 
   “Just that smile. Rain or shine. We get started at seven.”
 
   “In the morning?” She rolled her eyes. “I’m still hugging a pillow at the time of the day. I’ll bring coffee.”
 
   “Sounds good. I think you’ll have fun. If you don’t catch a fish, maybe you’ll at least catch a good picture or two.”
 
   “How could I say no?”
 
   He nodded. “You’re my kind of gal.” 
 
   He leaned in and kissed her softly on the mouth.
 
   When they parted, she opened her eyes and blinked.
 
   “Holy shit.” The moment froze in her brain. She blinked, so stunned she stated the obvious: “You just kissed me.” She touched her lips, still warm from his soft, moist kiss.
 
   He held her close. “Not sure where that came from. I just couldn’t resist.”
 
   “It’s okay,” she whispered. “I think it’s okay. It was kind of nice.” 
 
   “Well, this is certainly a little awkward now, isn’t it?” 
 
   “Yeah.” Conflicting emotion made her dizzy.
 
   “Ready to head home?” he asked.
 
   “I think I should.”
 
   “All-righty then. Let’s go.”
 
   “Should we finish cleaning up first?”
 
   “No. I’m not sure I can trust myself with you bent over my dishwasher.”
 
   That lightened the moment. “You’re being silly. But okay.”
 
   The drive home was a little quiet. She was thankful it wasn’t that far.
 
   As Scott neared her driveway, they saw another car parked next to Kasey’s Porsche. “Looks like you have company.”
 
   Kasey stiffened.
 
   “Do you know who that is?” Scott asked.
 
   “Yes, but I don’t know why he’s here,” Kasey said. “He works for my grandmother. He already stopped by this morning. I wonder why he’s back. I hope something hasn’t happened to her.” 
 
   “You weren’t expecting him?”
 
   “Nope.” 
 
   Scott stopped the car and she got out.
 
   “I wondered where you were.” Jeremy’s voice sounded full of possessive desperation.
 
   “What’s wrong?” Kasey approached him, embarrassed.
 
   “I forgot to give you some mail that came to the estate. When I came back, your car was here but you weren’t answering the door. I thought something was wrong.”
 
   “I have my cell. You should’ve called. How long have you been here?”
 
   “Hours.”
 
   Scott stepped next to Kasey. “If you were so worried, why didn’t you call the police?”
 
   Jeremy shuffled his feet and shot Scott an angry look.
 
   “I gotta go. Your mail is on the porch.” He stomped off.
 
   Kasey stood dumbfounded as Jeremy got into the car and pulled out of the driveway. She and Scott looked at each other. “That was the oddest thing.”
 
   “I won’t disagree with that.” Scott stepped over to where Jeremy had been standing next to the car and scooped up a handful of bright yellow wrappers, twisting one in his fingers. “He must’ve been here a while.”
 
   “Kojak had suckers, Jeremy has butterscotches.”
 
   “Does he always pop up unexpectedly like that?”
 
   “No. I don’t know what got in to him. I guess he’s a little protective of me sometimes.”  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Twenty-Five
 
    
 
   The next morning, Kasey woke to the phone ringing. Not her cell, but the house phone. She ran into the living room to answer it. She fumbled with the cordless phone as she tried to answer. Every time the phone rang, her nerves twitched—wishing, hoping for good news.
 
   “Hi, Kasey. It’s Von.”
 
   “I was asleep. What time is it?” She walked into the kitchen and checked the clock on the stove.
 
   “It’s early. I’ve got some news.”
 
   She stopped in her tracks. “News? You mean....”
 
   “About Jake.”
 
   Her heart beat double-time. “Is it good?”
 
   “It’s not bad,” Von said.
 
   Thank God! 
 
   “A man has come forward. He thinks he’s seen Jake. More than once.”
 
   “I knew it. He’s alive.” She sat on the floor, pressing the phone close to her ear. “Thank you.” She’d dreamed of this call for so long. Her heart swelled with hope.
 
   “Now hang on. I don’t want you to be devastated if the child this man's seen isn't Jake.” 
 
   “It has to be him.” 
 
   Von sighed. 
 
   Not get my hopes up. Is he crazy? 
 
   “Where is he?” she asked. “Let’s go get him.”
 
   “Not so fast. The report was taken near Raleigh.”
 
   Kasey looked to heaven and tried to not hyperventilate as Von filled her in on what they knew. “When can we get him?”
 
   “It’s not that simple, and it’s not a guarantee, Kasey. They are talking to the guy now, and following up on the report. We should know more in a couple of days. Maybe sooner, but—”
 
   “A couple of days? I’m not waiting here. Waiting. Wondering. It’s all I’ve done for months. Let me grab a pen and paper. Where do I need to go?”
 
   “How did I know you'd say that?”
 
   “Because Riley told you I would.” 
 
   “She was right,” Von said. “Again.” 
 
   Kasey heard Riley in the background telling him, “Told you so.”
 
   Von cleared his throat. “She’s already packed. We’re coming to pick you up.” 
 
   Kasey’s heart raced. Good thing they were coming to get her. She was in no shape to drive. “Thank you. I’ll be ready.” 
 
   “Hey, before you hang up, I wanted you to know that the lead came from someone that recognized the picture from Tuggle’s concert.”
 
   “Hurry.” Kasey hung up and then raced around the house to get dressed and packed. That all took less than seven minutes. It was going to be a long hour-and-a-half until they got here. She put her overnight bag next to the front door, then sprawled on the couch and closed her eyes, letting the tears fall. 
 
   Tears of hope. 
 
   Relief.
 
   “Please let this be him, Nick. I need Jake home with me. I miss you both...so much.” 
 
   She got up, paced the room, then straightened the kitchen. It would still be over an hour before Von and Riley arrived. 
 
   She dialed Grem’s number, knowing she would want to hear the good news. 
 
   Jeremy answered on the first ring. “Jeremy, it’s me.” Kasey tried to control her excitement.
 
   “Hey, girl. How are you?”
 
   “Great. Is Grem around?”
 
   “She’s napping. What’s up?”
 
   “I wanted you both on the phone so I could tell you at the same time. I’ve got news. I’m getting ready to go to Raleigh. There’s a lead on Jake.”
 
   “Wh—You’re kidding!”
 
   Her excitement rose again. “No. I can’t believe it. Someone called the police department there. They’ve seen Jake.”
 
   “You’re sure?”
 
   “The police have reviewed the tapes. The likeness is enough that they’ve called to have me confirm. They’re investigating. Jeremy, this could be it. Jake could be coming home.”
 
   “What else do they know?”
 
   “I’m not sure yet. Von and Riley are picking me up and we’re headed down there.”
 
   “I would’ve taken you,” he said. “You’re not mad at me for stopping by yesterday, are you?”
 
   “No. No. That’s not it. I’d have gone by myself, but Von insisted. It’s killing me, sitting here waiting on them. I could’ve been there by the time they get here.”
 
   “What can I do? I can come now if you want.”
 
   “No. Just give Grem my message. You can toss any prayers you’ve got stacked up around there my way, too. Do you know what it would mean to....” Kasey tried to hold back her emotions, but they were like an undertow—sweeping her off her feet and tugging her under.
 
   “I know,” Jeremy said. “I know how much you love Jake. Good luck, and keep me posted.”
 
    
 
   Kasey dialed Scott next and asked for a rain date on the fishing trip. Then she called Cody.
 
   “It worked,” she said after he answered the phone. “It really worked, Cody.”
 
   “What? Jake?”
 
   “Yes!” 
 
   “They’ve found him?”
 
   “Not yet, but a man came forward. He saw the picture of Jake at your concert in Raleigh and couldn’t get it out of his head. His daughter went to your concert down in Louisiana and mentioned it to her dad. When he told her he’d seen a child that looked like Jake, his daughter made him go to the police. Oh, Cody. This could be it.”
 
   “I hope so. What can I do to help?” 
 
   “Nothing, but I’ll let you know if that changes,” she said. “I can’t thank you enough.” 
 
   “Stop that. No thank you is needed. Let’s just hope this brings the little guy home. I’m prayin’ for you, girl.”
 
   “Von and Riley are on their way. They should be here shortly. We’re heading to Raleigh.”
 
   “Will you call me tomorrow to let me know how it goes? Or as soon as you know? Or text me. I’ll be dying, wondering what’s going on.”
 
   “Absolutely. Thank you again. Thank you, thank you, thank you.”
 
   “Take care. I’ll be waiting to hear.”
 
    
 
   Just as Kasey hung up, she heard a car door. 
 
   “Man, they got here fast.” She picked up her bag, ran to the door, swung it open and stepped forward. 
 
   Scott stood in the doorway.
 
   “Scott?” She stepped back. “I thought you were Riley and Von.”
 
   “I don’t think they could get here that fast.” 
 
   He pulled Kasey into his arms. She relaxed into his warm hug.
 
   “I figured it would be the longest wait ever. I thought you might need a friend.”
 
   “You’re right. It feels crazy sitting here waiting when I could be halfway to Raleigh by now.”
 
   “You know these things take time, right?”
 
   She stepped back from him. “Time? I’ve been waiting since last August, trying to find Jake. I know what time is. It’s torture. I’ve waited so long.”
 
   “I know, but these leads aren’t always a beeline to the suspect.”
 
   She nodded and took a breath. “I know, but if that’s him on the tape and he’s alive...and....”
 
   He pulled her back into his arms and held her. “What time did they call?” 
 
   “I’m not even sure. Not long before I called you.”
 
   He picked up the handset of her phone and searched back through the list of last calls. “Looks like he called an hour ago. You’ve still got a good thirty-minute wait.”
 
   Flopping into a nearby chair, she felt like an impatient six-year-old.
 
   “Do you mind?” Scott gestured toward the kitchen.
 
   “No. There’s not much in there. Make yourself at home.”
 
   Scott disappeared into the kitchen. The microwave beeped as he punched the buttons. He came back into the room carrying a mug of tea for her.
 
   “Nothing for you?” she asked.
 
   He shook his head. “No. The tea is decaf. It said ‘soothing’ on the tin. Hope it helps.”
 
   That was thoughtful. 
 
   She lifted the mug to her lips, took a sip, then set it on the side table.
 
   Scott sat on the arm of the chair. “Turn your back to me.”
 
   She did. He placed his hands on either side of her neck, and massaged her shoulders. “That feels so good.”
 
   “Your neck is in knots. Close your eyes. Relax into my hands.”
 
   Her body went warm as he pushed into her muscles, kneading at the tension in her neck and upper back. He placed his hands on her neckline, then over her ears, massaging her head with his fingers. 
 
   A tear ran down her cheek. “You never told me you were a massage guru,” Kasey said, as she rested in Scott’s hands, her tension seeping away.
 
   “Holding out on you.” His hands soothed the stress in her weary muscles.
 
   “I like it.”
 
    
 
   Once Kasey relaxed the time seemed to pass more quickly. But her nerves twisted again when she heard Von and Riley pull into the driveway and honk the horn. 
 
   “This is it.” Kasey clenched her fists and let out a deep breath.
 
   “Don’t forget your new neighbors and friends,” Scott said. “We’re here for you, no matter what you need. We want to help. Don’t be shy about asking.” He kissed her forehead.
 
   “I knew I did the right thing moving here. Thank you for coming over.”
 
   “I’ll lock up. Go.” Scott urged her toward the door.
 
   “Thanks.” She kissed him on the cheek and ran outside, leaving the door wide open behind her. She jumped into the back of the SUV, hugged Riley, and waved to Scott as they drove off.
 
    
 
   The ride to the police station in North Carolina was painfully slow. 
 
   When Von finally took the exit from I-85, Kasey’s stomach began to spin. “I might be sick.”
 
   Riley hugged her close. “It’s okay. You’re going to be fine.”
 
   After speeding down the interstate, it felt as if they were slowly coasting along the town roads. Von braked after a few miles and turned in front of a small brick building.
 
   Kasey sat forward. “There’s no way this is the Raleigh police station.” 
 
   Von looked over his shoulder and released his seatbelt. “We’re in Leighsboro. Just outside of Raleigh. The guy saw the alert at the Raleigh concert, but he saw Jake here in his hometown.”
 
   Kasey looked doubtful, then it struck her.
 
   Lala had tied her answer to an ‘L’, a Lee to be more specific, could this be the answer? Finally? She’d owe Lala an apology if Jake was here. 
 
   “My house is bigger than this police station,” she said as they walked to the front entrance.
 
   Von opened the door and held it for them. “Size isn’t everything.”
 
   “I’m not responding to that.” Kasey shared a nervous laugh with Riley.
 
   “I will.” Riley reached up and patted Von's cheek. “Honey, you have nothing to worry about.” 
 
   They stepped inside and lined up in front of a row of four desks.
 
   Von asked the officer at the first desk to see the police chief.
 
   A huge man walked toward them with his hand extended. “Chief Phipps.” He had a voice that commanded authority, despite his apparently young age. “You got here quick.”
 
   “Perry Von, my wife Riley, and this is Kasey Phillips.”
 
   The chief led them to a private conference room at the back of the station. A buzz-cut ex-marine-looking kind of guy, he pulled out one of the chairs and invited them to have a seat around the table. “Let me bring y’all up to date,” he said.
 
   Everyone leaned in closer.
 
   Kasey reached for Riley’s hand and squeezed it. 
 
   Please let it be Jake.[bookmark: _Toc256242978]
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Twenty-Six
 
    
 
   “The gentleman who came forward is Billy Goodwin. He’s fifty-eight, laid off from the mill when it closed this past fall. Worked there over thirty years. Currently employed at Walmart as a part-time greeter. That’s where he saw the child that resembles your son.” Chief Phipps’s eyes met Kasey’s. 
 
   Was there hope in his glance?
 
   “Reliable guy, well-known in the community.” Chief Phipps pushed the top page of the report to the side. “Mr. Goodwin stated that he saw the picture of your son at a Cody Tuggle concert in Raleigh the first week of January.” 
 
   Kasey nodded. “Yes?” 
 
   I was there. 
 
   The image of Jake, over seven stories high on that backdrop, was burned into her memory.
 
   Phipps continued, “He’d seen a child who looked familiar while working his shift at Walmart. But he didn’t make the connection until his daughter mentioned the same plea for help and the picture of the child she’d seen at the concert she attended in Louisiana. She suggested he come forward. Which, as you know, he has.”
 
   Kasey swallowed and forced herself to take a breath.
 
   “We’ve secured security tapes from two of the visits Mr. Goodwin remembered.” Chief Phipps turned two black-and-white glossy prints toward Kasey. Kasey’s hand shook as she focused on the picture. The image was grainy and from a distance, but it was Jake. 
 
   “Jake!” She swallowed hard. “My baby.” 
 
   She looked at Riley and grabbed her arm. 
 
   “He’s got Bubba Bear with him. Look at the way he has it hiked under his arm with his thumb in his belt loop. Only he would do that. He’s okay. He looks okay, right?” 
 
   Riley nodded. “He does. He looks good.”
 
   Von agreed. “It’s him. The bear. Yep.” He turned back to the chief. He pointed to the pictures. “Do you have a lead on the woman he’s with?”
 
   “No, not yet,” the chief said.
 
   Von opened his leather portfolio, then handed him a drawing. “This is a sketch of the woman suspected to have sent photos of the crash to Kasey from Nashville a few months ago. I can’t tell from the picture if it’s the same person.”
 
   The chief nodded and looked. “Me, either. The woman’s image isn’t clear in that picture. Billy Goodwin says he’s seen Jake on three occasions. When Goodwin’s daughter called after the Cody Tuggle concert, and went on and on about the missing child, that’s when it clicked for him. She’ll show up again.”
 
   Kasey held her shaking fingers to her lips. 
 
   “Can I get you some water?” Chief Phipps asked her.
 
   “Yes. Yes, please.” Kasey‘s tongue felt thick, and she was having difficulty swallowing. “I feel like I can’t breathe.”
 
   Chief Phipps leaned out the door and asked an underling for water, then came back in and sat at the table.
 
   Riley pushed Kasey’s hair back over her shoulder and rubbed her back. “Calm down. Inhale through your nose. That’s it. It’s going to be okay.”
 
   Kasey took in a shaky breath.
 
   “That’s good,” Riley said. 
 
   Following two raps on the door, another officer entered with a bottle of water and some paper cups. Riley poured a cup for Kasey.
 
   “It’s Jake,” she said. “What do we do?” Her hand shook as she lifted the cup of water to her lips. 
 
   “We’re working to identify the woman,” Phipps explained. “When she comes back into the store we’ll know for sure, but we’re hoping we can run her down before then.”
 
   “Can we talk to Billy Goodwin?” Von asked.
 
   “Yes. That’s fine. He said he’d cooperate any way he can.” Chief Phipps pulled a pen from his shirt pocket, copied Goodwin’s number on a slip of paper, and handed it to Von. “Here you go.”
 
   “Is that it?” asked Kasey. “This is all we can do? Wait?”
 
   Chief Phipps exchanged a glance with Von. “For now.”
 
   Von shook the chief’s hand. “You’ve got my numbers and the hotline’s. Keep us posted. Thank you so much.” 
 
   He led Kasey and Riley out of the station.
 
    
 
   “My son is alive, probably somewhere nearby, and we just have to wait?” cried Kasey.
 
   “We’re getting closer. Don’t flip out on me now.” Von fastened his seatbelt and started the truck. “We’ll get a room and stay for a couple days. Maybe we can speed things along. I’ll give Mr. Goodwin a call and set something up. It’s not that big of a town.”
 
   The Walmart was near the interstate. There were a couple of hotels and a strip mall there, too. Von pulled into the Hampton Inn parking lot and went inside to register.
 
   “I can’t believe it,” Kasey said.
 
   “He’s alive.” Riley turned to her. “We’ll find him.” 
 
   “His hair was long. Did you see how long his hair was in the back?”
 
   “First thing I noticed, too,” Riley said. “Nick was always fastidious about Jake’s hair being short.”
 
   “So he wouldn’t look like a girl,” Kasey finished the thought as the memories of arguments between she and Nick about Jake’s hair came to mind. Such a stupid thing to fight about.
 
   Von came out a few minutes later. “I got connecting rooms. We’re right around the corner here.” Von said as he pulled the vehicle around to the side of the building and parked.
 
   They piled out of the truck and wheeled the bags to their rooms. Riley propped open the door between them. She and Kasey sprawled across the king-sized bed in one room.
 
   Von set up his laptop in the other and called Billy Goodwin. He hung up the phone and stepped into the doorway between the two rooms. “Hey, girls, Billy Goodwin will be here around five-thirty. He’s going to stop by on his way to work.”
 
   Kasey lifted her head from the pillow and looked at the clock. It was just after lunchtime. “What do we do until then?”
 
   “Rest?” 
 
   “At least you didn’t say wait. I’m about over that word,” said Kasey.
 
   Von pulled his keys from his pocket. “I’m going to take a ride. Can I get y’all some lunch first?”
 
   “I’m not hungry,” Kasey said. She turned the pillow over and scrunched it under her chin. “I’m going to try to sleep so five-thirty gets here quicker.”
 
   Riley said, “I’m not hungry either. Too excited, I guess. Bring something when you come back, just in case.”
 
   “Sounds good. I’ll call if I hear anything, but I don’t expect news for a while. I’ll be back in a couple of hours.” Von closed the door behind him as he left.
 
   Riley got up and twisted the privacy lock, then lay back down with Kasey. 
 
    
 
   A knock at the door woke Riley—Von’s knock. She jumped up to let him in. Von gave her a peck on the cheek as he breezed by her and placed a bag of take-out on the small table. “I didn’t know what to get. It’s sort of a buffet.” 
 
   Kasey walked into the room, bleary-eyed.
 
   Von handed her a large drink. “Diet?”
 
   “Thank you.” Kasey accepted the cup and took a long sip. “You’re the best.”
 
   “I know. She tells me all the time.” He smiled and tugged Riley to him. “What do I get for bringing you a regular Coke?”
 
   Riley raised her brow suggestively. “We’ll discuss that when there isn’t so much going on.”
 
   “Thanks for that,” Kasey said, rolling her eyes. “What time is it?”
 
   “Almost five,” Von said. 
 
   “I slept hard.” Kasey scrubbed her fingers through her hair and tugged her bangs into submission. “By the time we finish eating, it should be time for Billy Goodwin to show up.”
 
   Von arranged Chinese takeout containers on the table, along with two cups of egg drop soup. “I know you girls love that egg drop soup. Looks like snot to me, but anything that looks that gross has to be good for you.”
 
   “Thank you, sweetie,” Riley said as she grabbed a container of soup and handed the other to Kasey. “You’ve put a real scrumptious light on it. I bet the Food Network will be hunting you down to write blurbs for them.”
 
   “I call ’em like I see ’em,” Von said, looking innocent.
 
    
 
   When the knock came at the door, they all stopped in mid-bite. Von wiped his hands on a napkin, strode to the door, and opened it. 
 
   “You must be Billy Goodwin.” 
 
   The round-faced man extended his hand. “Yes, sir.” His smile showed perfect teeth, and his blue eyes almost danced. “Hope you don’t mind I came early.”
 
   “Not at all. Come on in. Thanks so much for coming to talk to us.” Von gestured for Billy to come into the room. “This is my wife, Riley, and our dearest friend, Kasey. She’s Jake’s mom.”
 
   Billy walked over to Kasey. She stood and extended her hand, but he opened his big arms wide. “I bet you could use a hug instead.”
 
   “Thank you,” Kasey said. “I’ve been looking for Jake since the end of August. I knew in my heart he was alive. I never gave up, but I can’t believe we’re finally getting close to finding him. Thanks to you, Mr. Goodwin.”
 
   “Billy,” he said with a smile. “Call me Billy. Everybody does.”
 
   “Thank you, Billy,” Kasey cried—tears of joy, fear, hope and frustration. 
 
   They all sat down at the table.
 
   Von flipped to a clean page on his notepad. “Do you mind talking us through everything? I know you’ve already done all of this with the police. But it might help. If you don’t mind.”
 
   “No problem. Are you kidding? Anything to help.” Billy started from the beginning and told his story. It lined up with what Chief Phipps had already shared, but with a few questions from Von, they got some additional details.
 
   “You say you saw him a few times?” Von tapped his pen on the pad.
 
   “About once a week, I think. He looked familiar. But it wasn’t until my daughter was tellin’ me how it broke her heart when Cody Tuggle made that announcement at the end of his concert that it occurred to me where I’d seen him.” Billy turned to Kasey. “I went to the concert here in Raleigh. Anyway, I remembered the bear. One time when they came in, I greeted them and offered them a cart, and the little guy was standing there hugging that bear.” Billy laughed. He had a hearty laugh, the kind you can feel across a room. 
 
   “He was hanging on to that ragged bear for dear life. I asked him what his bear’s name was. He buried his face in it and giggled. When I asked him how old he was, he showed me on his fingers. I guess he’s three or four. Not sure.”
 
   Kasey laughed. “I know. He has trouble negotiating all those tiny fingers. He’s four now.”
 
   Billy nodded. “Cute kid. I had a bear like that when I was young. I guess that’s why I remembered him. Mine was named Brown Bear. It was a pitiful-lookin’ thing, but my mom hung on to it for years. She probably still has it.”
 
   “He loves that bear,” Kasey said, her voice quiet and steady. “Calls him Bubba Bear.”
 
   “Cute,” Billy said. “He looked fine. I mean, I didn’t think he looked dirty or mistreated or anything. Trust me, I see some bad stuff come through there sometimes. Nothing stood out as unusual.”
 
   Kasey dabbed her tears with a tissue. “Thank you.”
 
   Von continued taking notes. “And they were in every week?”
 
   “Yeah. I can’t be sure, but I think I saw them when I was working my afternoon shifts, so it would have been either Tuesdays or Thursdays. It’s been about a week since I last saw them.”
 
   Kasey handed Billy the photo album she’d brought along. “Do you mind taking a look at these other pictures to see if you still think it’s him?”
 
   Billy slid the album in front of him. “Yeah. Yeah, that looks like him.”
 
   Kasey relaxed. Her lips quivered as she smiled.
 
   Von stood. “I don’t have any other questions. I know you have to get to work. Thanks for giving us your time, and more than that, thanks for going to the police with this information.” Von shook his hand.
 
   “I told the police chief I’d call him if I see them come in again,” Billy said, then turned to Kasey. “I’ll do everything I can to help.”
 
   Von handed him a card. “Here’s my direct number. If you think of anything else, just give me a call.”
 
   Von walked Billy out to his car. When he came back, Kasey asked, “What do we do now?” 
 
   “Wait.”
 
   Kasey grunted. “I would hate your job. It has to be the worst job in the world. Is it always like this? Every time you get one answer it leads to two more questions.”
 
   “That’s pretty much it, but when the puzzle comes together, it’s worth it.”
 
   “Well, it’s killing me,” Kasey said. “I’m going to call Scott and fill him in.”
 
    
 
   Kasey dialed Scott, who answered on the first ring. She gave him the update and he gave her just the pep talk she needed. She was glad she’d called him. When she hung up the phone, Von called out to her: “Hey, Kasey. I’m going to take a ride. You want to go?” 
 
   Kasey jumped to her feet and appeared in the doorway. “Absolutely. Anything is better than sitting here.”
 
   “Where are we going to go in this little town?” asked Riley.
 
   Von shrugged. “We’ll just cruise around. Who knows, we might stumble onto another clue.”
 
   “In that case,” Riley said, picking up her purse, “I’d like to go, too. If there’s any chance in a million that it might help us bring home Jake faster, I’m in.”
 
   They piled into the SUV, and Von cruised the streets. It was a small town, with a typical main street and a grid of numbered and named streets. Several of the storefronts on Main Street were empty. The economy was tough on these small towns and family-owned shops.
 
   They drove through neighborhoods, not really sure what they were looking for. After they’d driven every street in the grid around the town’s center, Von headed back toward the interstate. Traffic got heavier as they neared the strip mall. Von turned into the parking lot of the small shopping center.
 
   “What are we doing?” Riley asked.
 
   “Surveillance,” Von said. “There’s a pizza joint, an ice cream store, and a grocery store. All places someone with a kid might go.” He pulled his money from the front pocket of his jeans and peeled off a twenty. “Why don’t y’all get us some milkshakes?”
 
   Riley snagged the cash from his hands. “You don’t have to ask me twice. Chocolate for you, right?”
 
   “You know it.” He pushed his seat back from the steering wheel and got comfortable.
 
   Riley and Kasey came back with the milkshakes. 
 
   When Kasey got into the back seat, she leaned forward and said to Von, “Okay. This might not be the worst job in the world. I could get used to sitting around drinking milkshakes for a living.”
 
   They watched for a while. Not long after the lights in the parking lot came on, Von’s cell phone rang.
 
   Seven-thirty.
 
   “Yeah, Von here.”
 
   Kasey and Riley strained to listen.
 
   Von nodded. “Yeah. Okay...When?...Right.” Von tucked the phone between his cheek and neck and turned the key in the engine. “What color?...Thanks. We’re on our way.” He let the phone drop from his chin to his lap as he threw one arm over the back of the passenger seat and whirled the SUV out of the parking spot.
 
   “What?” Kasey and Riley asked in unison.
 
   Von sped back out to the main road.
 
   “What’s going on?” Riley fumbled for her seat belt, steadying herself by grabbing for the dash as Von squealed around the next corner.
 
   “She just left the Walmart.” Von’s jaw tensed, his attention laser-focused on the road.
 
   “Who?” asked Riley.
 
   Kasey reached over the seat and grabbed Riley’s arm. “With Jake? The woman and Jake.” She slapped the seat like a jockey urging a racehorse. “Go!” 
 
   Von got to the main highway and turned right.
 
   “Where are you going?” Kasey yelled. “Walmart is the other way.”
 
   Von weaved in and out of traffic. “Keep your eyes open for a black Nissan sedan.” 
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Twenty-Seven
 
    
 
   Von navigated through three traffic lights on green and hit the accelerator to catch up to the cars ahead of them on an open stretch of road. 
 
   “Be careful, honey,” Riley said.
 
   They came up behind the first vehicle. A white Volkswagen. Von maneuvered around it and floored the accelerator to catch up to the next cars: two SUVs, and the last a battered blue pickup truck. The road ahead was dark. No taillights in sight. Von smacked the steering wheel and swerved to the side of the road. “Damn.”
 
   “What the hell was that all about?” Riley hung on to the door and console. “Why are we stopping?” 
 
   Von squealed tires back onto the road in the other direction, then slowed to the speed limit.
 
   “When Billy Goodwin came back from his break, he saw the woman leaving Walmart with Jake. He got the car description and a partial plate number.” Von’s lips pulled into a tight line. “I thought we might catch up to them. He said they went left out of the parking lot.”
 
   “Could we have beaten her to the light?” Kasey asked.
 
   “Possibly. I’m still looking. Keep your eyes peeled.”
 
   Kasey leaned against the window. Her breath fogged the glass as she focused on each passing car.
 
   “He called the police. They should be at the Walmart by now. We’ll go see what they’ve got.”
 
    
 
   When Von pulled into the Walmart parking lot, four police cruisers were already there, blue lights still flashing. Billy Goodwin stood out front. Von, Kasey and Riley bailed out of the truck and headed toward the crowd. Billy walked over to meet Von. He looked upset.
 
   “I’m sorry. When I came off break, there she was. She’d just checked out—pushing her cart out the automatic doors. I dialed the police and then ran to the lot. I saw her get in the car, but by the time I got close, she was driving off. I’m so sorry.” Billy looked defeated. “So close.”
 
   Chief Phipps strode over and patted Billy Goodwin on his shoulder. “It’s okay. It’s not your fault. You did the right thing.” The chief turned his attention to Von and Kasey. “He did get us a partial tag and the make of the car. We’re working that now.”
 
   “That’s good, right?” Kasey rubbed her hands up and down her arms, trying to chase away the chill.
 
   “Yes.” The police chief nodded. “I’ve also got two men upstairs reviewing the security tapes. They’ve closed that register. We’re trying to match the sequence at the register and tape. With any luck she used a debit or credit card.”
 
   “Please. Please. Please.” Kasey paced back and forth, clenching her jaw to stifle the sob in her throat.
 
   Riley put her arms around Kasey while the officer updated Von. “I’ve already called to get a warrant for the information off the card, if she used one.”
 
   “Good. We don’t want to waste any time.” Von crossed his arms. “Did she see Billy running toward her?”
 
   “I don’t think so. Sounds like he was a few steps behind her. She didn’t seem to be spooked, from what I gather from the other cashiers. I talked to the employee working the lot collecting carts. He seemed clueless as to what was going on, if that’s any indicator.”
 
   “That’s good.”
 
   The police chief nodded.
 
   A young officer walked up to Chief Phipps. “Bingo, sir.”
 
   Kasey tensed. Riley hugged her close.
 
   “She used a credit card. Here’s her name.” He handed the chief the information.
 
   “Libby Braddock.” Chief Phipps’s gaze settled on Kasey. “Ring any bells?”
 
   Kasey and Riley shook their heads. “Never heard of her,” Kasey said.
 
   “Stay right here.” Chief Phipps stepped away. He called in to Dispatch on his radio and spoke to someone else on his cell phone. 
 
   Kasey squatted to stop the dizziness that consumed her and to steady her breathing. 
 
   Von shook his keys toward Riley. “Here. Why don’t you take Kasey back to the room?”
 
   Kasey jumped to her feet. “I’m good. I’m fine. No. I want to be here.”
 
   Von started to say something, but stuffed his keys back in his pocket instead.
 
   Two police cars drove out of the lot. Chief Phipps hurried over to Von. “Good news. She doesn’t have a record, and we have the address. We’re heading out there now. Y’all can ride with me.”
 
   Von rode shotgun. Kasey and Riley jumped into the back seat of the cruiser. 
 
    
 
   Kasey shivered. Even her teeth chattered. The neighborhood was well-lit. They’d been on this street earlier today. 
 
   So close. 
 
   Judging by the size of the yards and the large trees that lined the streets, it appeared to be an older, well-established neighborhood. The homes weren’t cookie-cutter replicas of one another. They turned a corner and slowed to a stop behind the other police cars that lined the curb, one behind the other. 
 
   The house was small, but under the light of the moon and the streetlights, it looked very well-maintained. Garden lights lined the flowerbeds. A flag with a snowflake pictured on it hung from the front porch. A swing set took up most of the side yard.
 
   Jake loves to swing. 
 
   “I didn’t expect the house to look like this,” Riley said.
 
   “I know. Normal,” Kasey said. “But thank goodness. I had visions of something terrifying.”
 
   Riley nodded. “I know. I’m surprised, too.”
 
   “Nothing surprises me anymore,” Chief Phipps said as he watched his men approach the front door. One peeled away and went around back. Chief Phipps stayed in the car, but he had one hand on the door handle.
 
   An officer rapped on the front door with the end of his flashlight.
 
   No answer.
 
   A neighbor wearing a bathrobe stepped out onto her porch and leaned over the railing to see what was going on.
 
   The chief opened the car door. “Wait here.” He grabbed his hat from the dashboard, then walked toward the woman.
 
    
 
   “Excuse me. Ma’am?” Chief Phipps said.
 
   The woman on the porch spun around, clutching her chest. “Lord, son. You could scare an old woman to death.”
 
   He smiled. Serves her right, being nosy like that. “Sorry about that. I’m Chief Phipps.”
 
   “My goodness.” She tugged her robe tighter, then ran her hand through her hair, fluffing it. “I voted for you in the last election. Ex-military man and all. I knew you’d keep us safe. What’s going on over at Libby’s place?” 
 
   “You know the woman that lives in that house?”
 
   “Yes. Libby Braddock. Dear woman. Nothing has happened to her, has it?”
 
   “No, nothing like that.”
 
   “Thank goodness. Widowed and all. That would be terrible.”
 
   “Has she been here today?”
 
   “Yes. She’s not there now. She just left about an hour ago. Seemed in a hurry. Her and her nephew. She said it was some kind of family emergency.”
 
   “I didn’t catch your name, ma’am,” Phipps said.
 
   “Doris Moon. Call me Doris, please.”
 
   “Thanks, Doris. Her nephew? How old is he?” Phipps pulled a notepad from his pocket.
 
   The old woman shrugged. “Four, I think.”
 
   “Do you know his name?”
 
   “Of course. I babysit when she has doctor appointments and such. That little Jake is the sweetest child.”
 
   Phipps scribbled JAKE across the page. “Know where they were going?”
 
   “No. She asked me to pick up her mail and paper. Said she’d be back in a couple weeks.” The old woman studied him. “She was in a hurry. I didn’t want to pry,” she explained.
 
   Probably a first. 
 
   “I understand. Does she hold a job?” Phipps asked.
 
   “No. I don’t like to talk about people, but I think she’s on some kind of disability. I’ve noticed her checks when I get the mail sometimes.”
 
   Phipps laughed to himself. This nosy neighbor was probably the queen of gossip. “The child. You said Jake, right?”
 
   She nodded.
 
   “Is he in good health?”
 
   “He’s fine. So many questions. Are you sure something hasn’t happened to them?” 
 
   “Just following some leads, ma’am.” She didn’t look convinced, but he had a few more questions, and she seemed to have a lot of answers. “How long has the boy been staying with her? Do you remember when she first brought him here?”
 
   “No.” She shook her head, and then her eyes lit up. “Yes I do. It was right around Sally Mae’s birthday. We met at Shoney’s for lunch. That was...well, wait.” She held up her finger and headed to the door. The screen door slammed behind her. “I have it on my calendar.” 
 
   She stopped and opened the door. “Come on in.”
 
   He followed her inside. She waddled into the kitchen and took a calendar down from the tack on the wall. “Can I get you some lemonade? Coffee?”
 
   “Nothing, thank you.”
 
   “Oh. Here it is.” She folded the calendar back and laid it on the table. “Yes...that would have been September seventh.” She ran a finger around the entry on the calendar. “See.”
 
   “Yes. Thank you.” He jotted down the information. “Why is he staying with her? Did she say?”
 
   “Awful custody battle. Her poor brother. Divorce is tough on a man with children, you know.” She reshuffled the calendar and tacked it back on the wall. “He travels a lot, and the mother is just an awful person. She left him. No warning.”
 
   “Thank you.” Phipps turned to the door. “I’ll just let myself out.”
 
   When the chief walked out of the neighbor’s house he gave Von a nod, and Von met him in the street. They walked, talking as they joined the other officers in front of the house.
 
   Kasey and Riley clung to one another.
 
    
 
   A moment later, Von jogged back to the car.
 
   “Well?” Kasey asked.
 
   Von leaned into the open passenger door. 
 
   Riley scooted to the edge of the bench seat. “What’s going on?”
 
   Von blew out a breath. “She’s not here. They left about an hour ago. The neighbor says it was a family emergency.”
 
   “Where? Let’s go get them,” Kasey said, her voice filled with frustration. “Why are we still here?”
 
   “She doesn’t know where they went. But Kasey, the neighbor said the little boy’s name is Jake. He’s been here since September. It’s him. It’s got to be him.”
 
   “Oh, Kasey,” Riley whispered.
 
   Kasey tried to force her confused emotions to cooperate. A million questions floated through her head, but none of them made it to her lips. She covered her face with her hands.
 
   “She said he’s healthy,” Von told them. “He’s fine.”
 
   “It’s him. It’s really him?” Riley asked.
 
   “He’s safe. He’s alive, and she said he’s okay? I’ve prayed for this moment.” Kasey wiped tears from her face. “I want my son back. Why did she take him?” Sobbing, she choked on the words.
 
   Riley shook her head. “There are some nut-job people in this world.”
 
   “I don’t want my son with a nut-job!” Kasey squeezed her eyes tight.
 
   “I didn’t mean that,” Riley said. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    
 
   While Von updated Kasey and Riley, Phipps went back to ask Doris Moon about a few more details.
 
   “Sorry to bother you again, Mrs. Moon—I mean, Doris. Do you have a key to Ms. Braddock’s house?”
 
   “Why, yes, I do have a key. We have each other’s. You know, just in case.”
 
   “Would you mind letting us in? I can get a warrant if you’re uncomfortable giving me access without one.”
 
   She hesitated, but only for a moment. “I suppose it wouldn’t be a problem—if I went with you.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   The woman slipped her feet into a pair of bright green gardening clogs that were on the floor next to the front door, then led the way next door. Her steps were short and swift, leaving a trail in the dewy grass. She slipped the key into the door and opened it, stepping aside to let them in.
 
   Four police officers spread out into different rooms of the tidy house. Especially tidy for a house with a four-year-old boy living in it. Doris stayed by the door as the officers opened drawers and checked trashcans for any hint as to where the woman had gone. Phipps hit the caller ID list on the telephone and wrote the last ten numbers on his notepad. The last call was from UNKNOWN CALLER. He hit *69 to see if the number would replay. No luck. No address left behind, and no notes next to the phone. 
 
   The policemen filed out of the house and it wasn’t long before Phipps cruiser was the only one left. Phipps helped Doris secure the house, and walked her home before joining the others in his car.
 
   “I’m sorry.” Phipps put his arm on the back of the seat and turned to Kasey. “I know this has got to be hard for you. We’re on your side. We’ll follow every lead to find your son. I promise.”
 
   “I hope you won’t mind keeping me in the loop every step of the way,” Von said.
 
   “Not at all. I can definitely do that.” Phipps looked at his list. “I’ve already put an APB out on the car. I don’t think she knows she was made at the Walmart, so if she was naïve enough to use that credit card once, hopefully she’ll use it again.” He looked up from his notes and turned toward Kasey. “Von already updated you on what the neighbor said?”
 
   Kasey nodded.
 
   “We’ll find them.” Phipps radioed the dispatcher and asked her to schedule a drive-by check of the Braddock house for the next week. “Mrs. Moon said she’ll call and let me know when they come back, but we’ll keep an eye on things, too.” 
 
   Phipps started the car and took his disappointed passengers back to the Walmart. 
 
    
 
   Silence reigned during the drive from the Walmart back to the hotel. Von went to get ice and sodas from the vending machine. Kasey and Riley went back to their room. 
 
   “More waiting.” Kasey got into bed and crawled under the covers, fully clothed.
 
   Von came back in the room and flipped on the television and his laptop. Riley closed the door between the rooms and crawled into bed next to Kasey. 
 
   “I wish there was more I could do,” Riley said. She lay there, wide-awake, wishing and praying that this nightmare would end. 
 
   After Kasey fell asleep, Riley got up and tiptoed into the other room. Von hunched over his computer, reading something on the screen. She stepped behind him and rubbed his shoulders. “What do we do now?” she asked.
 
   He reached up and patted her hand. He lifted her palm to his lips, kissed it, then squeezed her hand closed. “Love you.”
 
   “I love you, too.” She leaned forward, put her chin on his shoulder, and looked at the website he had displayed on the screen. “What are you doing?”
 
   “Grasping at straws, mostly. Just trying to think a step ahead of her.”
 
   She took several steps toward the other room, then turned back to him. “Von? We are going to find him sooner or later, right?”
 
   He nodded. “Oh, yeah. Sooner, I hope.”[bookmark: _Toc256242980]
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Twenty-Eight
 
    
 
   The next morning, Von met the chief at the precinct for an update, and then did his own drive-by of the Braddock house. Nothing had changed. With nothing else to do in the small town but wait, they decided it was best to head back to the house on Nickel Creek. The ride back was quiet except for the chatter of the all-news station Von had on the radio. Kasey stared out the window. 
 
   Riley nudged Kasey’s arm. “Are you going to answer your phone?” Riley leaned forward in her seat. 
 
   “No,” Kasey said without turning around.
 
   “Want me to get it?” Riley grabbed Kasey’s phone.
 
   Kasey shrugged and looked outside. 
 
   “Hello, Kasey Phillips’s phone,” Riley said. “Hey...No. We’re on our way back to the house...I know.” Riley prodded Kasey and mouthed, “It’s Scott.”
 
   Kasey shook her head, and waved off the call. She didn’t have anything to say to anyone right now.
 
   Riley let Scott know what had transpired since Kasey had last spoken to him and promised to keep him up to date.
 
   “He’s a nice guy,” Riley said, tucking Kasey’s phone back in her handbag.
 
   Kasey nodded vaguely distracted by the thought that one woman stood between her and her son. She was relieved when the Nickel Creek Road street sign came into view an hour later. They pulled into the driveway and went into the house.
 
   “Y’all don’t have to stay,” Kasey said. “I’ll be fine. I’m just going to go to bed and wait for news.”
 
   “I’m not leaving you here alone,” Riley said. “You need your friends right now.”
 
   “I need my son.” Kasey took a deep breath. “I’m sorry. That wasn’t fair. I appreciate everything y’all are doing for me. I just feel...sad...and mad today.”
 
   “It’s okay.”
 
   Kasey dropped her purse on the end table. “The guest room is made up. Make yourselves at home. I’m going to bed.”
 
   “Don’t worry about us,” Riley said.
 
    
 
   Later that afternoon, Von sat in a rocking chair on the porch, drinking a beer, when Scott drove up. Scott pushed his sunglasses on top of his head as he walked up to the porch.
 
   “Kasey’s inside,” Von said with a nod.
 
   Scott didn’t go to the door. Instead, he sat in the other rocker. “Mind talking through all the updates with me?” 
 
   “Not at all.” Von put his empty bottle on the ground next to the chair and leaned forward, elbows on his knees. He went through the whole scenario, step-by-step. 
 
   “Libby Braddock was tipped off,” Scott said.
 
   “She had to be.” 
 
   Scott’s jaw tensed. “Do you think it was someone from the store who knew her?” 
 
   Von rubbed his morning stubble. “I really don’t think so, although that seems most likely”
 
   Scott rocked back in the chair. “Who else knew?”
 
   “No one. Well, that’s not true. Kasey talked to you, Cody Tuggle, and to her grandmother. That’s it. Riley and I came here as soon as we heard, and that leaves just the local folks in Leighsboro. It’s a small town. I’m sure half the population is related. News could’ve gotten around pretty fast.” Von paused, remembering Scott was a small-town guy. “No offense, man.”
 
   “None taken.” Scott shook his head. “No mother should have to go through this.” 
 
   “Especially Kasey. She’s a terrific mom.” Von lowered his head and picked at his fingernail. “It’s been hard for her. Losing Nick, then not knowing if Jake was even alive. At least now we know he’s alive.”
 
   “I’d like to work on this with you. Let me know what I can do. I’ve got resources.”
 
   “Good deal. Maybe between the two of us we can figure this out.”
 
   “I’m going to call in a favor over in Southampton County,” Scott said. “I want to go back through the evidence from the crash site. Maybe they overlooked something.”
 
   “Good idea. Will they cooperate?”
 
   “Oh, yeah. I went to school with most of those guys.”
 
   “Let’s stay connected,” said Von. 
 
   Scott stood and extended his hand. “We will.”
 
   They shook hands, then Scott went inside. 
 
    
 
   “I didn’t hear you drive up,” Kasey said when Scott walked into the kitchen.
 
   “You look beat,” Scott said. He gave her a hug and nodded to Riley.
 
   “Want a cup?” Riley lifted her porcelain teacup to her lips.
 
   “I’m not a tea kind of guy.” Scott held up his pinky. “Not me.”
 
   Kasey couldn’t help but snicker.
 
   Riley went to the fridge. “How about one of these?” She grabbed a beer and held it out.
 
   “I am off duty.” He smiled, accepted the beer, then turned to Kasey. “You hanging in there?”
 
   “It’s torture to sit here waiting. What am I supposed to do?” She chewed the inside of her cheek, holding back tears.
 
   “You could pray,” Scott said in a soft comforting tone. “I added Jake to the prayer list at church. Hope you don’t mind.”
 
   Kasey looked into his eyes. “That was really nice.”
 
   “I didn’t know if you were a church-goer, but most of us go to the same church around here. I take my mom every Sunday. Wish I could say I thought of the idea of putting Jake on the prayer list, but it was her idea.”
 
   “Thank you.” His thoughtfulness surprised her over and over again. 
 
   “If you ever care to join us, just let me know. That’s not why I came, though. I was wondering, what’s on your calendar for the next couple of days?” Scott twisted off the cap of the beer bottle and took a sip.
 
   “Waiting. Lots of it, if I have to guess.” Kasey clapped her hands over her mouth. “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to complain. I’m just a mixed bag of emotions today. Ignore me.”
 
   “It’s okay,” Scott said. “We all understand, but it does take time to vet this stuff out.”
 
   “You and Von both already gave me that lecture.”
 
   “Managing expectations,” he corrected her.
 
   “Whatever. I should be relieved that we’re getting so close and we have proof that Jake’s alive—and I am. But I never gave up hope that he was alive. I’ve known that all along. The other part of me is so mad I want hunt down that woman myself, kick her ass, and take my child back. Then I’d ask questions, or maybe not. I just want Jake back.”
 
   Scott flipped the beer cap in the air and caught it with one hand. “Kasey, you can drive yourself crazy like that.”
 
   “Short trip,” she said. 
 
   “Or get arrested for real,” Riley added.
 
   “I’d get off on temporary insanity, that’s for sure.”
 
   “Don’t talk like that,” Riley said. “We’re going to find him, and things are going to be back to normal before you know it.”
 
   “I’m not sure I even know what normal is anymore,” Kasey said. “Don’t take this the wrong way, Riley, but I wish you and Von would go home. Y’all don’t have to babysit me. I’m sad. I’m mad. I’m downright pissed-off about all of this, but I’m fine. I’m not fragile.”
 
   “I’m always just a phone call away, too. You know that, right?” Scott said, glancing from Kasey to Riley.
 
   “I know. You’re great. Thanks,” Kasey said. 
 
   Scott nodded. “Don’t let the anger eat you up. The woman has no record, and the neighbor said Libby adores Jake. Be thankful for that. Cling to it.”
 
   Kasey bowed her head into her hands and groaned. “I know it’s good news. It could be so much worse.” She lifted her head. “It’s been worse. All these months, waiting, worrying. How am I ever going to get through this?”
 
   “I have an idea about that,” Scott said. “I was thinking we could do a little investigative work together. I was talking to Von about it a minute ago.”
 
   “What kind of investigative work?” Kasey asked.
 
   “We can go back through the evidence collected at the scene of the crash,” Scott said.
 
   “They searched all that stuff,” Riley said. “They didn’t get any leads from it.”
 
   “I know. Maybe Kasey and I will see something they missed. It might trigger an idea or connection, now that we know a little more. It couldn’t hurt.” Scott shrugged. “It might be a long shot, but any shot is better than no shot at all.”
 
   “Can we do that?” asked Kasey.
 
   Scott nodded. “I can arrange it.”
 
   Kasey smiled. “How did I get so lucky to meet you, and have such great friends?” She grabbed Riley’s hand, and then Scott’s. “Y’all are the best.”
 
   “I don’t know how you got so lucky to find Riley and Von, but be thankful you drive a finicky foreign car with electrical problems.” He laughed. “Or you can thank Deputy Dan.”
 
   “Funny.” She rolled her eyes. “I haven’t forgiven him yet.”
 
   Riley put her teacup in the dishwasher. “Well, if y’all are going to be working on that angle, and you’re sure you’re okay, Von and I will get out of your hair—but just until the next lead.”
 
   “I’m fine. I’ll call if anything changes,” Kasey promised.
 
   Riley hugged her. “I’ll go talk to the boss.”
 
    “It’ll take a day or two to get access to the evidence. Can I call in that rain check for tomorrow morning?”
 
   “Rain check?”
 
   “Our fishing date,” he said.
 
   She wrinkled her nose. “I don’t think so. I’m not very good company right now.” 
 
   “Come on. We’ll do some fishing, relax, pass the day away. You need to be well and strong for Jake. The fresh air will be good for you.”
 
   Kasey wasn’t interested. 
 
   “Tell you what. If you feel up to it in the morning, just show up. The invitation is open.”
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Twenty-Nine
 
    
 
   Kasey twisted beneath the covers, then kicked them off. She repositioned her pillow, but less than twenty minutes later, she grew chilly and grabbed for the comforter. 
 
   The trip to North Carolina replayed in her head. They’d been so close to finding Jake. What could they have done differently? If she’d left for Leighsboro sooner, would the events have played out differently?
 
   Tired of tossing and turning in bed, she went out to the couch and tried to sleep there. She tugged the handmade afghan Riley had given her as a housewarming gift over her legs. But there was no getting to sleep. The sun began to brighten the sky. She pushed the afghan aside and turned on the television. The meteorologist forecasted the day’s weather as sunny and bright, warm for this time of year. A day to be outside, he said. 
 
   She switched off the television and went into the kitchen to make a pot of coffee. She’d need the caffeine to get through the day. Too impatient to wait for the coffee to finish brewing, she poured a cup mid-way through the brewing process and swirled in a sugar cube and extra creamer. It was supposed to be a pretty day. Cardinals whistled as they flitted in the trees and vines in the back yard.
 
   Maybe a day on the water wasn’t such a bad idea after all. Sitting around the house wouldn't make the wait any more bearable, and Scott was easy to be with. She sure couldn’t take rehashing this stuff over and over again. 
 
   She finished her coffee and went inside to change into jeans and a long sleeve t-shirt. The last time she’d been fishing, it had been with Nick and Jake. Jake caught a sunfish that was way too little to eat. Not even enough meat for a fish stick. She laughed at the memory. It had taken a lot of talking to get Jake to let that fish go, especially once he realized they’d be eating the fish that his daddy caught. Jake had always wanted to be just like Nick.
 
   With her keys in hand, she locked up the house, jumped in her car and headed to Scott’s house, making it there without one wrong turn. Maybe she was learning her way around the little town already. She must have paid better attention to the roads than she thought.
 
   She parked on the street in front of Scott’s house to not block him in. The neighborhood was quiet. 
 
   I hope he’s awake. 
 
   She looped her camera case over her shoulder then walked up the steep driveway to the side porch door. She stood there for a long moment, pondering her decision to come. It was early, but Scott had said he liked to get on the water just after sunrise. After wiping her sweaty palms on her jeans, she tapped on the screen door. She waited a two-count, and then turned to leave, regretting the trip over.
 
   Scott opened the door. “I thought I heard something.”
 
   “Oh. Yeah. I didn’t wake you, did I?”
 
   “No. I’m up, dressed. Come on in.”
 
   She paused in the doorway. “Is the invitation still open? I mean, you said last night that you might go—”
 
   “Yes, I was just getting ready to head down to the boathouse,” Scott said. “I’m glad you came. Did you bring a jacket? It’s cooler on the water.”
 
   “No,” Kasey said, feeling stupid. “I didn’t think about that.”
 
   A hooded sweatshirt hung on the hook next to the door. “Here, take this along just in case.” 
 
   “Thanks.” Kasey lifted a thermos. “I did bring coffee, though.”
 
   “Ahh, you do have your priorities straight.” He smiled. “That was thoughtful. I’m ready. Are you?” He started to lead the way, then turned back. “Are you crying?”
 
   She dropped her hands to her side. “I’m sorry. I’m so tired. I feel wired, and I’m just a bundle of raw emotions. I shouldn’t have come.”
 
   He put his hands on her shoulders, then hugged her to him. “It’s okay. You have every right to be a basket case. It’s exactly why you should call on your friends.”
 
   She cried into his shirt, then backed away. “The time is dragging by, and today is probably going to be even worse than yesterday. I just didn’t know what to do with myself. I’m sorry.” She sniffed and wiped her face with her sleeve.
 
   “It’s okay. I talked to my friend last night. We can look at the evidence from the crash site tomorrow. He’ll have it all worked out for us, so we’ve got that to look forward to.”
 
   “You barely know me and you’ve done so much.” Kasey cleared her throat and nervously ran her hand through her hair.
 
   “I know. That’s how we heroes roll.” He dipped a little to look her in the eye. “Not even a little smile at that?”
 
   She smiled and let out a sigh.
 
   He wiped a tear from her cheek. “Let’s make the best of today. They say water relaxes you.”
 
   “It better be a huge-ass river then, because I’m about as far from relaxed as you can get.”
 
   Scott smiled. “I think it’s big enough. Come on.” He pulled the door behind him and guided her toward the dock. They stopped in the boathouse to pick up the gear. Scott selected fishing poles from a rack while Kasey watched Maggie’s family frolic in the kiddy pool. The puppies snarled and yapped, still clumsy. They rolled over each other as they wrestled Maggie split up a couple of sibling fights and nudged the puppies underneath her. 
 
   “She’s such a good mother,” Kasey said as she watched them, her back to Scott.
 
   Scott pulled down another rod, and then went to the refrigerator to get some bait. “She should be. It’s her fourth litter.”
 
   He closed the refrigerator and, when he turned, he saw Kasey’s shoulders rising and falling. He put down his stuff, walked to her side, and wrapped his arms around her. 
 
   “I was a good mother,” she said softly.
 
   “I’m sure you’re a wonderful mother, Kasey.” He put his hand behind her head and rocked her in his arms. “Shhh, it’s okay.” He rested his chin on the top of her head. “You’re going to have Jake back soon. We’re getting close.”
 
   She nodded against his chest. “I know.”
 
   He looked into her eyes. “Repeat after me. Jake is coming home.”
 
   “Jake is coming home.” Her words were tight, her voice raspy from crying. 
 
   “I know it in my heart.” He tapped her chest. “And in my mind.” He tapped on her forehead.
 
   “I know it in my heart and mind,” she repeated.
 
   “I’ll pray for his safe return, and know that God will bring him home.”
 
   “I pray for his safe return. God will bring him home,” she said, squeaking out the last few words, her voice trembling.
 
   “And in the meantime, Scott is really hot and such a great guy. How could I go wrong?” 
 
   She laughed and punched him in the gut playfully. 
 
   He feigned injury and let out a hearty laugh. “Can’t blame a guy for trying. You okay?”
 
   She nodded. “Yeah. For now.” She shook her head. “You’re not funny.”
 
   “Yes, I am. Come on, admit it. And by the way, tears don’t scare me away. So just let them fall. They make your eyes sparkle pretty, anyway.”
 
   And one did fall, right down her cheek to her lips.
 
   “Let’s go.” He tugged on her sleeve. “The fish are waiting on us.”
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Thirty
 
    
 
   Scott loaded the fishing gear, then steadied Kasey as she crossed from the dock into the glittery boat and settled into the red-and-white leather seat.
 
   “Am I going to be scared? You aren’t going to go real fast, are you?”
 
   “This isn’t a speedboat. It’s a fishing boat.”
 
   “It’s got a huge motor.” She cast him a suspicious glance.
 
   “Relax, that’s just for tournament speed. We’re just going to chill. Today is all about relaxing.” He tossed her a hat and she tugged it down on her head.
 
   She leaned back and prepared for the ride. He used the quiet trolling motor until they got out to open water, then he started the big engine. As they paraded slowly along the river, the birds seemed to chirp a hello as they cruised by, and the ripples the boat splashed against the shoreline sounded like applause. 
 
   “I’m going to take you to my favorite cove.” He steered the boat toward the center of the river that widened, then snaked off down small tributaries left and right. In some places, Spanish moss hung soft and gray from the winter trees. A moment later, they slowed. He shut down the noisy motor, letting the boat drift along, as they floated into the prettiest cove Kasey had ever seen. Scott put on a ball cap with a fishing logo on it and started shuffling through the gear.
 
   “This is pretty secluded,” she said looking around. 
 
   “It’s my favorite fishing hole. I’ve never shared this location with anyone.” He held out his pinky. “Pinky swear that it’s our secret.”
 
   “Or what?” she challenged.
 
   “Or I’ll call Deputy Dan.”
 
   She wrapped her pinky around his and winked. “Your secret is safe with me. Heck, I can barely get to your house. I know I couldn’t find my way down a river to a clump of trees.” That splash along the shore had made her wonder. “There aren’t gators out here are there?” 
 
   “Uh, no. No gators.”
 
   She relaxed a little.
 
   “Turtles, muskrats, birds, fish—that’s about all you’ll see out here. No snakes this time of year to speak of.”
 
   “Good. I wouldn’t want to be gator bait.”
 
   “No, that wouldn’t be good. But speaking of bait, let’s get these hooks baited and cast a few.”
 
   “I’m going to need a refresher course,” she said as she picked through dozens of lures and tackle. She picked up one of the rubber worms. It reminded her of the day Nick proposed. She’d been pregnant with Jake then. 
 
   Scott rigged shiny spoons and bright jigs on their lines, then threaded worms on the hooks. He handed her a rod and demonstrated a cast. She watched in earnest, but when she tried her first cast, the lure clanked in the boat right next to her feet. “I’m rusty.”
 
   “Try again.”
 
   She did, but with the same results.
 
   “You’re not rusty. You suck.” Scott tugged on his ball cap. “Here, let me help you out.” He stepped up behind her, held his hands over hers on the rod, and guided her through the motions. “See. Nice and easy. Up and back, and then release when you have it right about…here.”
 
   “Oh. It’s way easier with you helping me.”
 
   “There’s more to fishing than just getting in the boat.”
 
   “Let me try.”
 
   “Sure. Just reel it in by pushing this button and then spinning this.” He stepped back and let her cast. “Perfect. You’re a natural.” Scott tugged his hat and reeled in his own line to recast.
 
   Kasey smiled, feeling suddenly hopeful that she could be good at this sport. Once she had the lure reeled back in, she went through the motions and tried a cast. “Crap.”
 
   “You doing all right back there?” Scott spun around.
 
   “Well…” She bit her bottom lip and looked skyward. “Unless there are any treefish, I don’t think I’m going to catch much.” She tugged on the line, but it didn’t budge.
 
   “You’re snagged.”
 
   “Yep. A little more decoration for my lure. Like camoflouge.”
 
   “Happens to the best of us.” He stepped over and took the pole from her. He worked the rod back and forth and, by some miracle or maybe years of practice, he was able to tug the bright gear out of the tree.
 
   She cheered and clapped as the limb bedazzled line splashed in the water.
 
   Scott squinted. “I don’t want to sound like a pill. But I think you probably just scared all the fish out of my favorite fishing hole with all that noise.”
 
   She clamped her hands over her mouth. “Oh. Sorry. I knew that. You’re supposed to be quiet when you’re fishing, huh?”
 
   “Yep.” He didn’t look mad, but she figured he wasn’t thrilled about relocating. He moved toward the trolling motor, started it, and began inching through the water.
 
   “Sorry.”
 
   “No problem. I hadn’t caught anything anyway. It was time to move.”
 
   “I’ll be quiet in the next spot.”
 
   “Somehow, I doubt that.”
 
   Kasey didn’t catch a single fish, but Scott caught at least half a dozen. 
 
   She enjoyed the day even though she didn't catch anything. Scott didn't make her bait her own hook and, luckily for her, he was a master at untangling her line. She’d snagged it in at least four trees.
 
   “Ready to head back?” he asked.
 
   “Sure. If you are.” She removed her hat and fluffed her bangs. “Scott?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Thank you for being supportive, and thanks for today, too.”
 
   He nodded. “I love being the hero.”
 
   “It fits you well,” she teased. “But seriously, thanks for believing me.”
 
   “I wouldn’t doubt a mother’s intuition.” He stepped away from the motor and sat next to her. “A mother’s bond, her connection to her child. It’s real.” 
 
   Kasey knew exactly what he meant. “Thanks for sharing your secret fishing hole. I wouldn’t have made it through the day alone.”
 
   “Wanna drive?”
 
   “I bet I’m a better boat driver than a fisherman.”
 
   “Well, that’s not saying much.” Scott started the motor, and Kasey moved into the driver’s seat. She maneuvered according to his directions, guiding the boat back down the river to his dock.
 
   The closer she got to the dock, the more panicky she became. “You better take over so I don’t wreck us,” she called to him.
 
   “You’re doing fine.”
 
   “I don’t know how to stop.” She looked around. “There’s not a brake on this thing.”
 
   Scott came to her side, leaned over her, and took the controls. He eased back on the throttle. He was so close to her she felt his breath whisper against her neck. When the boat neared the dock, he killed the motor and let it drift the rest of the way. He stood and leaped from the boat to the dock, then wrapped a line around one of the pilings. 
 
   Comfortable on the small boat now, Kasey chose not to wait for Scott’s assistance to disembark. She leaped from the boat, but missed the dock completely. 
 
   She screamed as she hit the water with a splash. Maggie came running out of the boathouse barking. Scott stood wide-eyed for a moment as she flailed, reaching for the pilings, pushing her bangs out of her face and spitting water.
 
   She could tell he was stifling a laugh. “It’s not funny.”
 
   “Got a little cocky, didn’t ya?”
 
   “Shut up and help me out.” She held on to the dock with one hand and reached the other toward him. He took her hand. She tried to pull him in the frigid water with her.
 
   He gave her a warning look. “You want help or not?”
 
   “Uncle.” She blinked her big brown eyes, trying to look as innocent as possible.
 
   He helped her out of the water and took her right into his arms. Water splashed against him, getting him almost as wet as she was. “You were going to pull me into the water, weren’t you?”
 
   She giggled but shook her head, furrowing her brow as if the idea had never entered her mind.
 
   He hitched her up and cradled her in his arms, his nose to hers. “Really now. I think you better confess.”
 
   “Never.” 
 
   He leaned in and caught her lip. Not once but twice, and then his mouth opened, warm and gentle against hers. Her lashes batted against his cheeks, then she kissed him back, relaxing into his arms. He set her on her feet, but their kiss didn’t abate. They melted into one another. Tender kisses turned hungry, and the chill in the air was of no concern. Feeling safe, Kasey let herself become lost in his kisses. In his arms, there was hope. He kissed her again. Slowly and gently, without hurry.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Thirty-One
 
    
 
   Scott opened his eyes, looking into Kasey’s. “You’re beautiful.”
 
   “I can’t believe I just did that.”
 
   “It’s not against the law.” He kissed her forehead.
 
   “Thank goodness. I wouldn’t want to go to jail again. They don’t feed you very well in there.” She shivered.
 
   “You’re cold.” He held her close again.
 
   “I feel kind of funny.”
 
   “Don’t. It felt right to me.” He held her gaze. 
 
   She closed her eyes.
 
   “It was just a kiss.”
 
   But it was more than that. Her heart still pounded from his touch.
 
   “Come on.” He took her hand. “Do you still want to cook up our catch of the day?” 
 
   “I think I want to go home,” she said. “Would you mind?”
 
   Scott put a warm palm to her cheek. “I didn’t mean to rush you.”
 
   She pushed her wet hair over her shoulder. “No. It’s not your fault. It’s me. I just wasn’t expecting it.”
 
   He laughed. “That’s because it wasn’t planned. Come on, let’s release these little guys.” He dumped the fish back into the water, and they floated, stunned for a second, then wriggled away. 
 
   She stood there dripping wet, watching the fish swim away. Freedom.
 
   He handed Kasey her camera bag then hooked his arm around her waist, and guided her to the boathouse. After he’d wiped down the rods and put them back in the rack, he walked over to the corner of the boathouse and scooped up the little yellow puppy. It wiggled in his arms as he walked to Kasey. 
 
   “Here. She needs some love.” 
 
   “They are so playful.” She snuggled the puppy. “She is the cutest one. She’s feisty, too.”
 
   “Like someone else I know.”
 
   “I’ll take that as a compliment.” She put the puppy down. 
 
   The yellow lab sat and looked up at Kasey, her head tilted. 
 
   “Look. She even poses for me.” Kasey took out her camera and snapped a digital photo. “She is just too sweet. Have you named her?”
 
   “No, Maggie said there were too many for her to name.”
 
   “What’s your name, my little friend?” Kasey picked up the puppy and took her back to the pool with the others. Kasey took another picture, then called over her shoulder to Scott. “She’s a camera ham. How about naming her Shutterbug?”
 
   He walked up behind her and rested his hand on her hip. 
 
   “What do you think about being called Shutterbug?” he asked the puppy, who sank back on her haunches, then leaped, barking. 
 
   “I think she likes it.” The puppy climbed the side of the slippery pool, trying to get back to Kasey. Her little paws hung over the edge, her feet just climbing in place.
 
   “Shutterbug it is.” Kasey snapped another picture. 
 
   “Let’s head on up to the house,” Scott said as he walked toward the door. Then he stopped and went back and got the puppy. “Come on Shutterbug, why don’t you come up to the house with us for a while?” Scott handed the puppy to Kasey. 
 
   “Maggie won’t mind?”
 
   “Are you kidding? Consider it a favor. They’re ready to be weaned, anyway. I’ll take her back down to her momma in a little while.”
 
   “Come on, Shutterbug.” Kasey hitched the puppy up into her arms.
 
   Scott patted the dog’s head. “There’s nothing like puppy breath to make you feel good.”
 
   “Maybe I need the whole litter,” she teased.
 
   “Hey, whatever it takes. A whole river. A whole puddle of puppies. Whatever will help, I’ll make it happen.” 
 
   They climbed the stairs from the boathouse to the back yard, then followed the sidewalk to the deck. 
 
   “You can park your butt right in the middle of the pool with Maggie if it will make you feel better.”
 
    
 
   Scott opened the sliding glass door, went inside and flipped on the lights in the kitchen. Kasey put Shutterbug down so the puppy could explore. 
 
   “Let’s get you dry before you go home,” he said.
 
   “I’ll be okay.”
 
   “But the leather interior of your car may not. Come on. It won’t take long to toss your clothes in the dryer and be done with it. I’ll get you some sweats to put on.”
 
   She looked reluctant, but she shrugged and nodded.
 
   “Great.” He disappeared down the hall, and came back with a brown sweatshirt with SHERIFF written across the front, and a pair of sweat pants. “They’ll be huge on you, but they’re dry.”
 
   “Thanks. These will be fine.” She changed in the bathroom and came out with her pile of wet clothes. “Where’s the dryer?” she asked as she stepped back into the kitchen.
 
   He smiled at the sight of her bare feet. Her bright pink painted toenails looked like Skittles. He tried to ignore the distraction. “Right here off the kitchen.” He pointed the way. “There’s a laundry room and door out to the deck that way.”
 
   He was waiting by the counter when she walked back into the kitchen. “Here. Hope you like marshmallows.” He handed her a steaming mug of hot chocolate.
 
   “Of course.” She took a sip and came up with a frothy marshmallow moustache. “The best part.” She ran her tongue across her top lip. 
 
   Scott grabbed a roll of paper towels and Shutterbug. “You never know when they are going to leak.” 
 
   Kasey gave him a funny look. “Oh, you mean the puppy.”
 
   “Let’s go sit in the living room while your clothes dry.”
 
   Scott sat on the couch and let Shutterbug run wild across the hard wood floor. She had trouble keeping all four feet under her. Each time she slipped, she’d turn, snarl and yap—not realizing she was causing herself to slip. 
 
   Kasey sat on the floor and drummed her fingernails on the hardwood. Shutterbug turned and raced toward her.
 
   Being with Scott was less awkward with the distraction of Shutterbug. 
 
   Scott stretched out on the couch on his stomach and reached out his arm, sweeping his hand across the floor. Shutterbug ran between him and Kasey until the dryer beeped, sending her scurrying under the end table, whimpering. 
 
   “Ohhhh. That was pitiful,” she said. 
 
   Scott laughed. He had a great laugh. Deep and real.
 
   “Not so ferocious now, are you?” he said to the cowering puppy.
 
   Kasey crawled over and coaxed Shutterbug out from under the table. 
 
   “Ooops.” Scott tossed the roll of paper towels to Kasey. “Looks like we scared the pee out of her.”
 
   “It was an accident.” Kasey wiped up the mess. Shutterbug followed her into the kitchen where Kasey tossed the paper towels into the trash and washed her hands, then took her clothes from the dryer. 
 
   Kasey nearly tripped over Shutterbug when she turned around. “Watch out, girl.” Kasey walked through the living room to the bathroom. When she closed the door, Shutterbug whimpered from the other side.
 
   “You’re breaking her heart,” Scott yelled.
 
   “I hear her,” Kasey called, then screamed and ran from the bathroom with her jeans and bra on, her shirt held up to cover her.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Thirty-Two
 
    
 
   “What’s the matter? Are you hurt?” Scott said.
 
   Kasey slammed into him just outside the bathroom door. “Look. I heard something. And then—” She was frantic, looking behind her, then back to Scott, not making any sense. “And it clanked, and I looked. A giant—there’s a snapping turtle in your tub!”
 
   “Oh. That. You scared the heck out of me.” 
 
   “I’m serious. Go look.” 
 
   “That’s Turtle Mike.”
 
   “Who? What? You knew there was an animal in the bathroom, and you just let me go in there? He could have bitten my toes off.”
 
   “Turtle Mike isn’t dangerous. He’s not a snapper—just a big old box turtle. He wouldn’t hurt a fly. Okay, he would eat a fly, but he won’t hurt you.”
 
   “What’s it...he...whatever...doing in your bathroom?”
 
   “He lives there. My nephew found him last summer. He loves that turtle.” 
 
   “How do you bathe?”
 
   “I have a shower in the other bathroom, but frankly I shower more often at the station or the gym. Tubs are for girls...and turtles.”
 
   “All-righty then. I guess that makes perfect sense. If you’re a guy.” She let out a breath. “Scared the heck out of me.” 
 
   “Sorry. I don’t even think much about him anymore except to feed him each day. He’s usually pretty quiet.”
 
   “Yeah, well he scared about four years off my life.” Kasey turned her back to Scott and pulled her shirt over her head. “It’s never a dull moment with you, is it?”
 
   Shutterbug ran up behind Scott.
 
   “That’s a compliment, right?” Scott picked up Shutterbug and shoved the puppy into Kasey’s arms. “Forgive us?”
 
   “Don’t you blame that thing on Shutterbug. She’s traumatized, too.”
 
   “Sorry.” Scott closed the bathroom door. “You can use the other bathroom from now on. Will you stay?”
 
   She didn’t say no, but he could see the wheels turning. “We want you to stay.” He took Shutterbug from her and held the puppy next to his cheek. They both panted. “Please?”
 
   “We already let the dinner swim away,” she said.
 
   “I can cook something else. It’ll give me a chance to impress you with my culinary skills again.” Shutterbug licked Kasey’s nose.
 
   “How can you say no to that?” he asked.
 
   “This is moving kind of fast.” She ran her hand through her hair. “I just don’t want to mess up our friendship by starting something I can’t finish. I —”
 
   “Don’t. Let’s just take it a day at a time. No promises. Our focus is just getting through each day, and finding Jake.” 
 
   She patted Shutterbug on the head.
 
   “That’s it, Kasey. I promise.”
 
   He stooped a little to get eye-to-eye with her and smiled. “And Shutterbug. We have to keep Shutterbug happy, too.”
 
   She smiled a little smile. 
 
   He put his arm around her shoulders, and they walked back into the living room. 
 
   Kasey gave him a sidelong glance as they sat down. “We couldn’t disappoint Shutterbug, and I am anxious to see if you can cook something else besides steaks on the grill.”
 
   “Oh, you’ll be impressed.”
 
   She raised a brow. “Impress away.”
 
   Shutterbug barked.
 
   “Shutterbug has her doubts,” Kasey said.
 
   “I think she’s just hungry. Let’s take her back to Maggie and feed them. Then I’ll work my magic on something wonderful for you.”
 
   Kasey looked worried. 
 
   She has to feel the attraction. I sure as hell can’t deny it. “Dinner.” He rolled his eyes. “I mean dinner.”
 
    
 
   Scott made a salad and stuffed pork chops for dinner. Kasey wiped her mouth and sat back from the table after eating every bite. “I’m going to tell you right now, I am never cooking for you. I’m a bad cook on my own, but compared to you.... Well, there is no comparison.”
 
   “It can’t be that bad.”
 
   “Trust me. You don’t want to find out.”
 
   Scott cleared the dishes and stacked them in the dishwasher. Then he and Kasey went back into the living room where Scott channel-surfed until he found a movie they could watch. 
 
    “I probably ought to head home,” she said.
 
   “Why don’t you stay here? Or I can drive you home, then come back and pick you up in the morning to go to the police department in Southampton County. You haven’t slept. You don’t need to be behind the wheel.”
 
   “No. Don’t be silly. You don’t have to do that.”
 
   Scott cocked a brow. “We’re adults, and I do have a guest room.”
 
   She sat up. “The guest room?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   She relaxed back into his arms. “Okay. I am kind of comfy. Can I borrow the sweats to sleep in?”
 
   “Anything you want.”
 
   She fell asleep in his arms, still in her clothes, within the hour. He finished watching the movie and then turned off the television. 
 
   Kasey didn’t stir. She had to be exhausted. He wrapped his arms around her and snuggled his chin into the nook of her shoulder. That’s where they stayed, there on the couch, all night.
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   Scott held Kasey in his arms. The sun hadn’t been up long, but his body clock had tripped about fifteen minutes ago. 
 
   Kasey stirred.
 
   “Good morning,” whispered Scott, then kissed her hair. “Did you sleep well?”
 
   She twisted to look up at him. “I did. Thank you.”
 
   “How are you feeling today? Fresh air and good sleep make you feel a little stronger?”
 
   She nodded. “Yeah. Thanks.”
 
   “Repeat after me,” he said. “Jake is coming home. I know it in my heart and mind.”
 
   She repeated each word and took his hand in hers.
 
   He rubbed his thumb over the top of her hand. “We pray for his safe return and know that God will bring him home.”
 
   “We pray for his safe return and know that God will bring him home,” she said, followed by a deep breath. “And with you here to help me, how could I go wrong?”
 
   “I wasn’t going to say that,” he teased.
 
   “But I mean it. Thanks, Scott.” 
 
   He squeezed her tight. “Are you ready for some coffee?”
 
   “Don’t move. I can’t cook, but I make a mean cup of coffee.” She stood and stretched her arms over her head. “Last night is the first whole night’s sleep I’ve had in a while. Thanks for yesterday.”
 
   “I had a nice day, too.” He swatted at her butt with a throw pillow as she headed out of the room.
 
   She went into the kitchen, then leaned back into the room. “Where’s the coffee?”
 
   “In the cabinet right above the coffeepot.”
 
   “Got it,” she said. “Don’t move.”
 
   He plopped back on the couch, waiting.
 
   A few minutes later Kasey walked in carrying a mug in each hand. “Here you go.” 
 
   He took a sip of the coffee. “You’re right. Perfect.”
 
   “What time are we going to the station?” she asked.
 
   “I told them we’d be there around eight-thirty.”
 
   “Good. We’ve got some time. I’m going to run down to the boathouse and see the puppies while you shower and get ready. Is that okay?”
 
   “Sure. And hey, while you’re down there, will you feed Maggie and put a bowl of the soft food out for the puppies?”
 
   Kasey grabbed his jacket from the hook next to the door. “You got it.”
 
    
 
   At the station, Kasey and Scott followed their escort to a big room with only a table in it, and six large boxes of files and evidence from the case. 
 
   “Goodness gracious. Where do we start?” Kasey looked at the numbered boxes stacked on the floor.
 
   “Systematic approach. Let’s start with number one,” Scott said. “You review the log, and I’ll look over the items. Then we’ll switch.”
 
   Kasey opened the box. The summary sheet was long, with the bagged evidence neatly lined up in the box. Scott reviewed the contents of each bag, placing a cardboard divider in its place to insure they maintained the logged order.
 
   After three tedious hours, they’d reviewed the content of two boxes. Even though the items were catalogued, going through them was still a mind-numbing exercise. The original investigative team had spent weeks examining the evidence, piece-by-piece, cataloging and tagging every little snippet they’d collected before Hurricane Ernesto hit.
 
   Scott ordered lunch in so they wouldn’t have to stop the review. They continued to work through the junk. That’s what most of it was: Trash, wrappers, coins, cigarette butts, even a miniature American flag, but nothing that yielded any ah-ha moments. 
 
   Kasey put the last plastic bag back in box three.
 
   “That’s it,” she said.
 
   “I’d hoped maybe something would trigger a thought or an idea, or make the connection to Libby Braddock. It was worth a try.” Scott rubbed his hand across the back of his neck. “I’m sorry to have gotten your hopes up.”
 
   She wrapped her hands around his arm. “Don’t say that. Anything that might help is worth it. Thank you.”
 
   They signed the return forms to check the boxes in with the clerk at the evidence desk. They’d made a copy of the logs for Scott to take with him. He signed for those, too.
 
    
 
   Scott pulled in front of his house and put the car in park. Kasey jumped out, ran to her car and pulled out into the street in front of him so he could follow her home. He’d insisted. 
 
   When they got to her house, she walked to his truck. “Are you going to come in?” 
 
   “I didn’t want to crowd you. Thought you might need some time to yourself.”
 
   She shook her head. “No, I’d like you to come in.”
 
   He shut off the engine and followed her to the door.
 
   “Looks like you had a delivery.” He nodded toward a large box on the porch.
 
   “I wonder what that is? I’m not expecting anything.” She stooped down to read the return address. She shrugged. “I have no idea.”
 
   Scott lifted the box with a grunt. “Whatever it is, it’s heavy.”
 
   She unlocked the door, and he followed her inside. “Just set it over there in the living room. Let’s see what it is.”
 
   He placed the box on the floor and Kasey came out of the kitchen with a pair of scissors. She sliced through the tape and opened the box. There was a light blue envelope with her name printed on the front, on top of a stack of books. 
 
   “These are the Cody Tuggle tour books.” The cover of the coffee-table-size picture book was glossy. She ran her hand across the familiar picture. “I had no idea they were sending me a whole box of them.” She flipped one open and thumbed through the pages. “Gosh, it looks great.”
 
   She handed him a copy.
 
   “You took all these pictures?”
 
   “Sure did.” She moved next to him and pointed to a photograph. “I was on the catwalk over the audience when I took that one. It was amazing. I could feel the heat, their energy. I’ve never felt anything like it before.”
 
   “You sure didn’t seem like such a daredevil yesterday?’
 
   She laughed. “It was pretty cool. When I get in the zone behind that lens I’m much braver.”
 
   “Talented, too.” He turned the pages, glancing at picture after picture of Cody, the band and fans. He flipped back to the first pages. “Hey, this one is autographed for you.”
 
   “Let me see.” She took the book and read the inscription. “That was so sweet.” 
 
   “Sounds like a pretty friendly note from a client,” Scott said. Even a little jealous, though he had no right to be.
 
   “We spent a lot of time together on tour. It was right after the accident. He’s a good friend.”
 
   “What’s that mean in the note about seeing you in Texas?”
 
    “I didn’t tell you about the cookbook? We’re doing a barbecue coffee-table book. I’m going to shoot his team cooking at an annual BBQ cook-off this fall.”
 
   “So you’re going to Texas?”
 
   “Yep. We signed a contract for it a few months ago.”
 
   Why do I always fall for the city girls? “So, when do you jet-set off?”
 
   “That’s not until Labor Day weekend.”
 
   “I sure can’t compete with a guy like that,” Scott said, tossing the book on the coffee table. He regretted his words as soon as they came out of his mouth.
 
   “This isn’t a competition, and I’m no prize. And even if I were available, I already told you, Cody is just a friend.” 
 
   “You’re right. I was out of line,” Scott said. “How about I make you some tea while you go through that stuff.”
 
   “That sounds good.” Kasey sat on the floor and flipped through the book.
 
   Scott filled a mug with water and microwaved it for Kasey’s tea, then started opening drawers, looking for a spoon. Just after he closed the drawer next to the stove, he paused and re-opened it. Amidst the batteries, stamps, paperclips and sticky notes in the junk drawer, there were a dozen butterscotch candies and a couple of empty wrappers. He picked up one of the candies and held it in his hand, then stuffed it into his pocket. He opened the next drawer and retrieved a spoon just as the microwave signaled. He dropped the tea bag into the hot water, stirred in a teaspoon of sugar, then grabbed his beer and went back into the living room.
 
   Kasey had pushed the box of books to the corner of the room. She sat on the couch, going through yesterday’s mail.
 
   “Here you go,” he said, handing her the mug. “What are you going to do tomorrow? Any plans?” 
 
   Kasey placed the hot mug on the table beside her. “I was just thinking about that. Busy is the best thing I can do; besides pray, so I think I’m going to drive to Virginia Beach and visit my grandmother. I'm way overdue.”
 
   “That sounds like a good idea.”
 
   “I’ll have my cell. You’ll call me if you hear anything, right?”
 
   “You can count on it,” he said. “I’m heading home. I’ve got a busy day tomorrow.”
 
   “Thanks for everything.” She walked him to the door and gave him a hug, then watched as he left. Am I wishing you would stay? 
 
   The phone rang, shattering the moment. She ran to answer it before the call went to voice mail.
 
   “Did you get the box? The book is awesome,” Cody said.
 
   “I did. I know. I was just looking at it.”
 
   “It’s going to be a hit, but enough about that. I wanted to see how you’re doing.”
 
   “Some days are better than others. We’re still looking—and waiting.”
 
   “The wait won’t be as long as it has been.”
 
   “Thanks to you.”
 
   “That’s what friends do: help each other,” Cody said. “Speaking of which. I have a favor to ask.”
 
   “Sure. Anything. What’s up?”
 
   “I told you about Lou, remember?”
 
   “Yep. You saw her?”
 
   “It was like old times. The chemistry, everything.”
 
   “Cody, that’s great.”
 
   “I know. We’re going to give things a try. Thanks so much for the lecture. I never would have tried to contact her if it hadn’t been for you.”
 
   “I’m so excited for you.”
 
   “Lou and I’ve already wasted too much time. So here’s the favor part.”
 
   “Ask already, would ya?” 
 
   “I’m flying in to see her. Would you mind if she meets me at your place?”
 
   “Here?”
 
   “Yeah. I can land at the Greensville-Emporia strip. It’s secluded out there. No paparazzi or people waiting for flights. No one to start rumors. I promise we won’t impose long. I’d like you to meet her.”
 
   “I’d love that. When?”
 
   “It’s short notice.” Cody cleared his throat. “If it’s not a good time, just say no. Tomorrow, if you can swing it. If not, don’t sweat it. I can have her wait for me there at the airport. I just thought it would be nicer this way.”
 
   “I’m glad you thought of me. No problem at all. It’s the least I could do for you. Do you need me to pick you up at the airport?” Kasey’s mood lifted. It would be good to see him again. 
 
   “I’ll call you and let you know when we have an ETA.”
 
   “Y’all are welcome to stay here overnight if you need to, depending on how the schedule works out.”
 
   “That would be great. You won’t tell anyone about us coming into town, will you?”
 
   “No way. I’ve seen first-hand what the press does with news about you. I won’t tell a soul.”
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Thirty-Three
 
    
 
   The next morning Kasey got up early to get ready for the drive to Virginia Beach. Flat gray clouds sprawled across the sky. The forty-percent chance of scattered showers looked more like the chance of a dark, stormy day. But she didn’t let that stop her from moving forward. 
 
   She put on a pair of khaki’s and a black top. Then, she took off the black shirt and tossed it on the bed. She went back into the closet, picked out a hot pink sweater and slipped it on. Pleased with the switch, she turned and looked at herself in the mirror. The brighter the better. Anything to help keep my mood in check. 
 
   She leaned closer to the mirror and put on some plum crazy lip color, smacked her lips, and then hit the road.
 
   Positive thoughts. Only positive thoughts. 
 
   Instead of calling ahead to set up time with her grandmother, she decided she’d just take things at her own pace. 
 
   Heading east on Route 58, she had an idea as she neared Main Street. She flipped her blinker on and turned right. Parallel parking had never been her forte, but that’s all they did in this part of town. She cruised to the end of the block until she found an opening with two spots in front of the bakery—she could negotiate her tiny car to the curb there, for sure. Floral & Hardy was a short walk up the block. 
 
   This was her first time in the flower shop, though the name had stuck with her since the day she met Chaz Huckaby. His shop was right across the street.
 
   “Can I help you?” asked the young man behind the counter.
 
   “Yes. By the way, I love the name of your shop.”
 
   “Thanks. I’m Ted Hardy. You must be new around here.”
 
   “I am. I need an arrangement. Do you have any pre-made?” she asked.
 
   The young man hurried around the counter and led her to the glass front refrigerators on the other side of the store. “Heavens, yes. What’s the occasion?”
 
   “Not an occasion. I wanted to put something graveside.” She shook her bangs away from her eyes. “My husband.”
 
   He slumped and put his hand on her arm. “I’m sorry. Has it been long?”
 
   “Not even a year.”
 
   “Oh, my golly. I have just the thing.” He slapped the refrigerator door shut. “You don’t want something fresh. The deer will just gobble it up or it will wilt and look like crap in a few days. Follow me.”
 
   He whisked behind the counter. “Come on, you can come back here. I was just finishing this.”
 
   She stepped behind the counter and into the back room. It looked like a ribbon-and- flower truck had blown up in there. Snippets of leaves and flowers, ribbon, and lace littered the table.
 
   Ted turned around and held up a gorgeous arrangement. “Tah-dah! What do you think?”
 
   “It’s perfect.” Almost burgundy-colored roses, gold mums and white carnations fanned out among tons of greenery. “Very masculine. I love it.”
 
   “It needs a ribbon. What color? No, wait. What was your husband like?” His mouth pursed, as he seemed to size her up, then he gave her a knowing look. “Outdoorsy fellow. Handsome, too, I bet.”
 
   “Yes. That’s Nick. Very outdoorsy. Farmer, hunter, the whole thing.”
 
   Ted lifted his shoulders and grinned. “I have something perfect.”
 
   He turned his back to her. All she could see were his arms flying and scissors snipping. When he spun around, he’d woven a camouflage ribbon through the arrangement and tied a beautiful bow at the bottom. 
 
   Kasey’s jaw dropped. “It is perfect. Better than I ever could have imagined.”
 
   “Right here,” he said, tapping a finger to his cheek.
 
   She ran to his side and kissed him on the cheek. 
 
   “That’s what Teddy here lives for. People squealing over flowers.”
 
   “Thanks,” Kasey said.
 
   She paid Teddy, then carried the arrangement to the car. She nestled it in the floorboard so it wouldn’t get smooshed during the ride. The smell from the bakery made her stomach growl. No wonder. She hadn’t eaten since...well, she wasn’t sure.
 
   She got back out of the car. The smell almost made her mouth water as she opened the door and went inside. 
 
   “Good morning, young lady,” a portly man in a white t-shirt and work pants covered by a brightly colored apron waved her to the counter. 
 
   Kasey surveyed the baked goods in the case. “What do you recommend?”
 
   He gave her a toothy grin. “I’m known for my cinnamon rolls and bear claws. Just took the bear claws out of the oven. They’re still warm.”
 
   “That must be what smells so good. Give me two.”
 
   “You must be hungry.”
 
   “One for me, one for a friend.”
 
   “You’re my kind of friend,” he winked.
 
    
 
   Kasey drove around the block and parked in front of the police station. She walked back to Scott’s office. “How are you?”
 
   “What a nice surprise.” Scott pushed a stack of paperwork to the side.
 
   “Are you busy?”
 
   “Not too busy for you. I was just filling out paperwork to assign some security to the Indian Pow-Wow Festival next month.”
 
   “Sounds interesting.”
 
   “It is.”
 
   “Do you have an Indian name?”
 
   He laughed. “No. Maybe I could be Fish-While-She-Talks? What do you think?”
 
   “I think you’re real funny. How about Bear Claw?”
 
   “I like it. Sounds manly.” He pretended to swipe the air with a claw.
 
   “Hold up, tough guy. I meant this kind.” She held up the waxy white bakery bag. “I brought you a bear claw. It’s not a doughnut, but I figured it was close enough.”
 
   “You sure are in a good mood this morning.” Scott leaned back in his chair.
 
   “Feeling feisty. Ready to face the world today,” Kasey said.
 
   “Good,” he smiled. “Where are you off to so early?”
 
   “Heading to see Grem, so I better get going.”
 
   “Thanks for stopping by—and for the bad joke and good treat.”
 
   “Anytime.” Suddenly feeling a little nervous, she grasped the leather strap of her purse as if it was a lifeline. “I appreciate everything you’re doing—have done—for me.”
 
   “You’d be there for me, too.” He got up and came around the desk. “I’ll walk you to the door.” 
 
   They walked outside, and he stood at the curb. “Drive safe,” he called after her.
 
    
 
   There wasn’t much traffic on Route 58 this morning. Fields of just-harvested cotton lined the sides of the road. The white fibers that remained on the plants glistened like fresh snow. Nick used to tease that he could t-shirt the world with the waste cotton left over after harvest. He’d probably been right.
 
   Kasey slowed down as she passed the accident site, but didn’t stop. 
 
   A first. 
 
   There was nothing there for her anymore. 
 
   An hour later, she neared the little church in Pungo—her first stop. It had been too long since she’d been there. And until now, just too painful to return. Nick had gone to the church when he was a boy. She, Nick and Jake had attended there as a family—a Sunday ritual that ended with a late breakfast at the Farmer’s Diner of pancakes and fresh eggs from the chickens the owner raised on his farm.
 
   The last time Kasey had been here was the day Nick had been laid to rest. 
 
   She pulled into the parking lot, gravel crunching under her tires. The old building looked as serene as it always had, the cemetery grounds as well groomed as the finest golf courses. 
 
   She hadn’t made a departure from the grace of God, but it was easy to feel betrayed, to place the blame of the anger and sorrow there. After all, Nick was a good man. How could it have been his time? How could something this heartbreaking be part of a grander plan—God’s plan? 
 
   But now, she knew she was only cheating herself by being angry and staying away from church. 
 
   When Scott had mentioned the prayer list, her heart had melted. The warmth of that love, of faith, flowed through her. She pulled her keys from the ignition and sat with them in her lap, in no hurry. 
 
   Their wedding took place only a few short weeks after Nick's goofy proposal with the rubber fishing worm, and the church had been booked by another couple well in advance of that day. They hadn't wanted to wait, so they opted to be married at the farm.
 
   It was hard to believe that was four years ago since they married. 
 
   So much had happened since then. 
 
   She got out of the car and walked up the steps to the tall doors of the church. Finding them unlocked, she ducked inside, and scanned the wide-open space of empty pews. So quiet. She tugged her cell phone out of her purse and turned it off. Although she was the only one in the sanctuary, she didn’t feel alone. 
 
   Kasey inched her way down the center aisle, her hand gliding across the smooth wood back of each pew as she moved forward. With each step, she relived the Sunday mornings she, Nick and Jake had slipped into the third row on the left. Same place each week. Jake was always such a good baby, never a whimper out of him no matter how long the sermon ran. 
 
   She slid into the cool wooden pew, their pew, and took a hymnal from the rack. The corners of the book were fuzzy from the hands of so many over the years who held it, sang the same songs. 
 
   She closed her eyes, and for the first time in a long time, cleared her mind and opened her heart. 
 
   A sunbeam came through the arched stained glass window, shimmering along the top of the pew in front of her. She reached out and let it dance across her hand, then tipped her hand up and then grasped the light, holding the rainbow. 
 
   After some quiet reflection, she went out the side door, and got the flower arrangement from her car. Nick was buried not too far from the church, near a huge oak. Strong, like he had been. The tree limbs rustled in the breeze. Everything had been lush and green last summer, yet looked different this time of year. As she walked through the small cemetery, she read the headstones of generations of past church members. Some young, some old, some recently passed, some gone so long that she could barely read the engraving on the worn stone anymore.
 
   The marble-arched headstone read:
 
   NICHOLAS JACOB ROLLY ~ Beloved Husband ~ Father ~ Friend. 
 
   Von had arranged all of it, even decided on the inscription. It had been something she couldn’t do, probably couldn’t do it now either. Kasey placed the flowers at the base of the headstone, then knelt, skimming her fingers over the word Beloved. Her heart swelled.
 
   “Oh, Nick. I still miss you every day. Is talking to you here any different than talking to you like I do every day? I wish I knew that you heard me, that you knew.”
 
   She hugged herself. “Jake’s been missing since the accident. Everyone believed he was dead, but I knew he was alive. I felt it. You knew, too, didn’t you? Oh Nick. I’ve needed you so much. You two are the best things in my life.”
 
   She sat in the grass. “We’re so close to bringing Jake home.”
 
   The sun broke through the clouds, and Kasey tipped her face to the warmth.
 
   “Coming here has been impossible,” Kasey said. “Too final. Even now it tears my heart to face that you’re gone. I’ll always love you.”
 
   She bit her bottom lip. “I messed up. I should have put my faith in God to bring Jake back, but instead I’ve been cursing him for taking you away. For taking Jake, too. I’ve been so angry and sad. Selfish. You would’ve never been that way. You always knew what to do.”
 
   She pulled a tissue from her pocket, then wiped her nose. “You kept me balanced—made me a better person. Oh, Nick. Help me get it together.”
 
   “The house is perfect. You thought of everything. Everything we ever dreamed of right down to the dark room and the cubby holes in my workspace, the color of Jake’s room, you knew it would be perfect.”
 
   “I want to be ready, to be the best mom to our son. He’s coming home soon. I’m going to bring him home and make the surprise house the home you wanted it to be.”
 
   Closing her eyes, she sniffled, and then prayed for the strength, the help, the way, to make things right. 
 
   She stood. Feeling better, stronger. 
 
   “You’re always in my heart.” She looked heavenward. 
 
   Her legs felt like rubber bands as she walked back to her car.
 
   Inside the car, she stretched to look in the rearview mirror. She dabbed away the makeup the tears had smeared under her eyes. She felt a renewed strength and focus. 
 
   Even a visit to Grem didn’t seem too ominous a task now. 
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Thirty-Four
 
    
 
   Scott sat at his desk going over paperwork. His cell phone rang and he answered without looking at the caller ID, hoping it was Kasey. “Scott Calvin here.” 
 
   “Scott? It’s Von.”
 
   “Hey, man. What’s up?” Scott signed a report and put a stack of papers back on top of his in box.
 
   “We just got a hit on Libby Braddock’s credit card. She just checked in at the Holiday Inn Express there in Emporia.”
 
   “You’re kidding.” Scott scribbled the information on a pad by his phone. “We’re on it.” Scott didn’t even say goodbye. He hung up, grabbed his keys and ran for his car.
 
   Not wasting a moment, he keyed the mic on his two-way radio and called out orders to Dispatch. “I need you to call the front desk of the Holiday Inn Express on Main. I need the room number for a guest who just checked in. Libby Braddock. She’s under suspicion for kidnapping. I’ll be there in three minutes. Have Dan Taylor back me up. No lights.”
 
   “Ten-four,” said the dispatcher, and then she repeated back the request.
 
   Scott hit his lights and sounded the siren to get through the light at Main and Route 58, then turned them off again. He couldn’t take a chance on spooking Libby Braddock. Arriving at the hotel, Scott identified the black Nissan that they had been looking for, parked right in front. The tag matched the plate they had on report. 
 
   He blocked the car with his, then jumped out of the cruiser.
 
   The manager of the hotel ran out to meet him. “Angie just called. That lady is in room 118. Follow me.”
 
   “Was she alone?”
 
   “I didn’t see anyone with her.”
 
   Scott nodded and followed the manager back into the building. 
 
   “She just checked in,” the manager said.
 
   Just past the elevators, the manager pointed across the hall to the room. Scott approached the door with his hand on his gun. He knocked on the door. “Libby Braddock. It’s the police,” he announced.
 
   An older dark-haired woman answered the door. “Is something wrong?” she asked, holding on to the edge of the door.
 
   “Libby Braddock?” 
 
   “Yes.” 
 
   Scott flashed his badge, pushed the door open and walked inside.
 
   “What’s going on?” She backed against the wall and watched as Scott scanned the room and checked the bathroom. 
 
   “Where’s the boy?” he asked.
 
   She looked dumbstruck, but recovered quickly. “I’m traveling alone.”
 
   “I know you left Leighsboro, North Carolina four days ago with Jake. Where is he now?”
 
   She pressed her lips so tight the skin whitened around her mouth.
 
   “I’m going to ask you again. Where’s the boy?”
 
   She looked away, fidgeting.
 
   “Fine. We can discuss his whereabouts down at the station.” Scott cuffed her and escorted her to his car.
 
   “My purse. My stuff.” Panic rose in her voice.
 
   “We’ll take care of that.”
 
   Deputy Dan hustled through the lobby as Scott walked through with Libby Braddock. Scott transferred her into the deputy’s care and went back to impound her possessions as evidence. He called Von as he carried Libby Braddock’s one suitcase and the paper bag containing her purse to the car. “We’ve got her. But Jake’s not with her.”
 
   Scott heard Von’s fist hit something, probably the desk. He felt the same way.
 
   A bitter edge filled Von’s voice. “Damn it. How is she one step ahead of us every single time?” Von’s voice had a bitter edge.
 
   “I don’t know. She’s not saying anything yet. Hasn’t even admitted to knowing Jake. I’ll keep you posted.”
 
   “Do you want me to call Kasey?” Von asked.
 
   “No. I’ll call her.”
 
   “I’m on my way.”
 
   “See you in a couple hours.” Scott pulled onto the main road and dialed Kasey’s cell phone. His call went directly to voice mail. “Kasey. It’s Scott. I’ve got a lead. Call me.”
 
   He tossed the phone in the seat, his heart racing. I’ve got to get Jake back to Kasey.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Thirty-Five
 
    
 
   By the time Kasey got to Grandma Emily’s, it was mid-day.
 
   “Knock-knock,” Kasey called as she let herself in the front door. She put her purse on the table in the foyer.
 
   Jeremy came out of the kitchen, drying his hands on a dishtowel. 
 
   “Hey. I tried to call you earlier.” He met her halfway down the hall and gave her a hug. “I was just getting ready to take your grandmother her lunch. Open-faced turkey sandwich. Want one?”
 
   “Sounds great. I’m starved,” she said, rubbing her stomach. “I must’ve been on my way when you called.”
 
   “I called your cell, too. Went straight to voice mail.”
 
   “Really? That doesn’t —” Realization struck, and she nodded. “I must have forgotten to turn it back on after—Let me go do that.”
 
   Kasey went back to the foyer, got her phone and turned it on. The voicemail signal chimed. “Did you leave me a message?”
 
   “Nope. I better get this lunch finished before the old woman barks.”
 
   Kasey typed in her password to retrieve the message as she followed him. “It smells so good in here.”
 
   Jeremy stirred the turkey gravy and popped thick slices of bread in the toaster.
 
   “Two messages. Aren’t I popular?” She pressed the button to listen to the first one. 
 
   Jeremy put a slice of toast on each plate. He took a knife from the magnetic cutlery strip, and began slicing the turkey, but then noticed the look on Kasey’s face. “What?”
 
   “The first message was from Von.” She raised her hand to her heart and swallowed hard. “They’ve tracked down the woman who has Jake.” She fumbled for the buttons on the phone to listen to the next message. 
 
   “What?” Jeremy asked. “Damn!” He’d sliced his forefinger wide open. Jeremy whipped around to the sink and ran his hand under the water. “Who? A woman?”
 
   Kasey ran to his side. “Are you okay?” She reached for his hand and had a look. “Ouch, that’s deep. You might need a stitch.” She backed away and put her finger up as the next message played. 
 
   “That was Scott. I’ve got to get home.”
 
   “The sheriff?” He wrapped a paper towel around his finger. “Wait! Do you need me to come with you?”
 
   Kasey ran to the door. “No. Tell Grem I’ll call later.”
 
   She raced to her car, and spun tires as she sped down the driveway. In her rearview mirror, she saw Jeremy, watching from the door.
 
   She gunned the engine and whipped around the corner. Her phone slid from the seat to the floorboard before she could catch it. She shook her bangs back and glanced to heaven. 
 
   “Nick. This is it. I know it!”[bookmark: _Toc256242988]
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Thirty-Six
 
    
 
   Libby Braddock sat alone in a small, windowless interrogation room while Scott filed the response to the APB and updated the system with her arrest. He called Von to apprise him of the situation. 
 
   “Yes!” Von shouted triumphantly. “Not a step ahead of us this time, was she? I’m almost there.”
 
   “I’m going in to question her now. I’ll see you shortly.”
 
   Scott left his office and stopped in the small room adjacent to the interrogation room. From here, he could see her through the one-way glass. Middle-aged, the woman was colorless. No makeup, except for the dark pencil on her eyebrows. Nothing special about her—average height, weight, and build. No light dancing in her eyes, clothes in shades of gray. Not the image of someone you’d picture loving a child. She looked broken, tired, but then maybe a four-year-old could do that to a woman her age.
 
   He crossed his arms and shifted his weight. She didn’t show any emotion at all. No nerves, no remorse, nothing written on her face. Usually he could tell by a suspect’s body language how the interrogation would go, but she didn’t give him any clues. He checked his watch. 
 
   Scott opened a drawer and took out a small digital recorder. He carried it into the room where Libby Braddock sat, looking straight ahead with her hands folded in her lap. 
 
   The fluorescent lights made the greenish-colored cement walls look like washed-out khaki, about the same color as Libby Braddock’s face. Scott closed the door behind him and set the recorder on the table between himself and the woman. 
 
   She raised her eyes to meet his.
 
   “Ms. Braddock.” His voice was deep, authoritative. “You know why you’re here?”
 
   She raised a heavily-penciled brow, but that was the only sign that she’d heard him.
 
   “You’ve been read your rights?” he asked. He knew the answer, but it was always a good spot to start for the tape. “What would you like to tell me?” He steepled his fingers, then tapped his thumbs together.
 
   “I haven’t done anything wrong.”
 
   He lifted his chin. “We responded to an all points bulletin on you. Your name, your car. You fit the description.”
 
   She shook her head.
 
   “APB’s don’t get put out without a reason. Why do you think there was one out on you?”
 
   “I couldn’t guess.”
 
   “I think you could.” Scott leaned over his notes. “You live in Leighsboro, North Carolina. Correct?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Why are you here in Emporia?”
 
   “Passing through.”
 
   “You know someone who lives here?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Where were you headed?”
 
   She rolled her thin lips in, bearing down. Then she just shook her head.
 
   The chair screeched under Scott’s weight as he moved toward the table and leaned forward—an intentionally intimidating posture. He rubbed his hands together. “Let me explain something to you. This is serious. You could go to jail.”
 
   She licked her lips and turned her gaze to the cement block wall.
 
   He leaned back and waited, allowing the silence to stretch. She didn’t bite.
 
   “The charge is kidnapping.”
 
   She jerked her head in his direction.
 
   “Yeah. Kidnapping. We know you had a child with you when you left Leighsboro four nights ago. We have witnesses.”
 
   Her arms tensed. She clenched her hands into fists, and pressed them in her lap.
 
   “Was that your child, Ms. Braddock?”
 
   She didn’t move a muscle. She didn’t even blink.
 
   “Ms. Braddock, let me put this another way. Are you a mother?”
 
   “I’ve never had a child of my own, if that’s what you mean.” Her voice was tight.
 
   Her look was as cold as an arctic morning. It unnerved him. “So, the child that was staying with you. He’s not your child, is he?”
 
   She looked to the wall, silent.
 
   “How could you take another woman’s child?”
 
   No reaction.
 
   Scott skipped the compassionate stuff. It didn’t seem to be reaching her anyway. “Kidnapping is a federal offense. You go to prison for that. This isn’t a slap on the wrist we’re talking about.”
 
   She spun toward him. “I didn’t take anyone’s child.” 
 
   “Really? Then tell me about how you came to be taking care of the boy.”
 
   She bowed her head and picked at the cuticle on her thumb. It was already torn and scabbed. “I’m not a kidnapper. I’m a Christian. I’d never do something awful like that.”
 
   “That’s not the way I see it. I believe you kidnapped that boy. Somehow, four nights ago, you found out the authorities were on to you. That’s why you left Leighsboro—just in the time. That’s what I think. Who told you that you’d been made, Libby?” 
 
   Scott tapped his fingers on the table in a slow rhythm. 
 
   She stiffened with each tap and cowered, closing her eyes.
 
   “Hey. Are you listening to me? This is serious.”
 
   “Stop it,” she whispered. “I wouldn’t do that. I would never hurt anyone.”
 
   “But you did. Why did you take that child? Did you see the accident?”
 
   She looked at him—eyes wide, jaw slack. 
 
   Was that surprise on her face?
 
   “Accident? I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she said, shaking her head, brows knit. “What accident?”
 
   She appeared genuinely bewildered. 
 
   “The accident that happened last August,” Scott said. “The boy was in the truck at the time of the accident. Were you there?”
 
   She shook her head. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
 
   “Don’t lie to me, Ms. Braddock. A good Christian doesn’t lie.”
 
   “I’m not.”
 
   “A good Christian, or lying?” He knew that would get her goat. “What did you do with the boy? Where is he?” 
 
   “Quit calling him boy.” Her voice sounded shrill, and her gaze held his. “He has a name. His name is Jake.”
 
   “Fine. Where’s Jake?”
 
   Libby’s hands trembled in her lap.
 
   Scott’s nostrils flared. He leaned in closer to her. “What kind of woman takes a child from his mother?”
 
   “Stop.” She covered her face with her hands. “I love Jake. He’s a good boy.” Tears shimmered in her eyes.
 
   “Where is he, Ms. Braddock?”
 
   She took a deep breath. “I did the right thing.” 
 
   Scott stood and prayed he’d keep his cool. “What do you mean?” His words were slow and controlled. “What does ‘the right thing’ mean?” 
 
   He moved to the other side of her.
 
   Her chest heaved with each breath she took.
 
   “I’m going to ask you again. Where is Jake?”
 
   “I’ll tell you where.” She sat taller in her chair. “He’s with his father. Where he belongs.”
 
   Scott blew out a breath, as if he’d been sucker punched. He tried to swallow, struggling to keep his composure. 
 
   “He’s with his father?” Scott’s insides sank. 
 
   “It’s where his father would want him to be.”
 
   “What did you do to him, Ms. Braddock?”
 
   She shook her head.
 
   “I did the right thing,” she whispered again. “I love him.”
 
   Bile rose in Scott’s throat. He winced. 
 
   Had she harmed Jake once she’d learned they were on to her? 
 
   There was a double-rap on the door, and Deputy Taylor poked his head in. “Sheriff?”
 
   Scott slapped the table as he walked around it and headed out to the hall. As soon as the door clicked closed behind him, Scott kicked the metal file cabinet three times. “Damn it.”
 
   “What’d she say?” the deputy said.
 
   Scott shook his head. He couldn’t repeat Libby Braddock’s words. “What do you have?” 
 
   Dan handed him a small photo album. “I just finished inspecting her bags. You need to take a look at this.” 
 
   “What’s in it?” Scott flipped open the small book. Pictures of Jake filled the album. It was sort of a brag book like the one a grandmother might carry around in her purse. 
 
   “Flip to the very back,” Dan said.
 
   Scott turned to the last page—to a picture of a woman and a man. 
 
   The woman was Kasey. Next to her stood a man he recognized—the guy he’d recently met at her house. 
 
   Jeremy. 
 
   Kasey wore a wedding gown, Jeremy, a black suit. If Scott didn’t know better, he would have thought it was their wedding picture.
 
   Von rushed down the hall toward them. “Hey. I got here as quick as I could,” he said, out of breath. “What do we know?”
 
   Scott turned the picture to Von. “Ever seen this?” 
 
   Von looked surprised.
 
   Scott said, “I thought that guy was the chauffer or nurse or something—for her grandmother.” 
 
   Von nodded. “He is. But he’s like a family member. That picture is from Kasey and Nick’s wedding. Where’d you get this?”
 
   Dan spoke up. “It was in Libby Braddock’s suitcase.” 
 
   “I wonder how she got it.” Von looked from one of the two men to the other.
 
   Scott leaned against the filing cabinet. “That guy showed up at Kasey’s one day, unannounced. I was with her. It was during her first week there.”
 
   “At the new place?” Von asked.
 
   “Yeah. She seemed surprised to see him.” Scott rubbed his chin. “I had a bad feeling about him. And those butterscotch candies he’s always eating. What’s that all about?”
 
   Von laughed. “I don’t know, but he’s always got a pocketful. Sugar addict? Ex-smoker, maybe?”
 
   “It might be a coincidence, but when I was at Kasey’s the other day, I was looking for a spoon and there were a bunch of those candies in one of the drawers.”
 
   “Interesting.” Von crossed his arms. “Could be a coincidence.”
 
   “He’s got something to do with this,” Scott said.
 
   “Kasey will never believe it. She thinks that guy walks on water. You better have a rock- solid case.”
 
   Scott rolled his eyes. “I hear you.”
 
   Von snapped his fingers. “You know, the neighbor said Libby Braddock was keeping her nephew. Did you ask her about that?” Von rubbed his upper lip. “Do you think she’s Jeremy’s sister?”
 
   “She could be.” Scott motioned for Von to follow him, leaving Dan standing in the hallway. Scott led Von into the room next to the interrogation room.
 
   “She has the same color hair as Jeremy,” Von said, shrugging, “but then half the world has brown hair. I guess she could be his sister.” He held up the sketch artist’s picture. “This is not Libby Braddock, though. A different woman sent Kasey the pictures from Nashville.”
 
   “Partners?”
 
   “Maybe,” Von said.
 
   “I’ll ask her about it.” Scott took the sketch from Von. “I have to tell you what she said.” Scott rolled his shoulders. “She said Jake is with his dad.”
 
   Von whistled and stepped back. “That can’t be what she means. Not with Nick.”
 
   “I know. I sure hope not.” Scott scrubbed his hands on his face. “That was before we made this connection to Jeremy. How about observing—listening—while I go back in and see if I can get more out of her.”
 
   Von clapped Scott’s shoulder.
 
    
 
   Scott stood in front of the door of the interrogation room. He flexed and unflexed his hands, then opened the door and went inside. 
 
   “Let’s try this again.” He sat in the chair across from Libby Braddock. He slid the sketch artist’s rendering in front of her. “Know her?”
 
   Her eyes widened. “Yes.”
 
   “Who is she? What’s she got to do with this?”
 
   Anger flashed in her eyes. “She’s my half-sister. And I have no idea what she’s got to do with anything. We haven’t spoken in over ten years. She’s nothing but bad news, that one. She travels around like a gypsy, pretending to tell the future.” Her face pinched as if she smelled something rotten. 
 
   Scott pulled the picture in front of him, and turned it over. “The police spoke to your neighbor the night you left town. She said you’ve been caring for your nephew.”
 
   She nodded.
 
   “How long has he been with you?”
 
   “Since the end of the summer.” Her face had softened, and so did her tone. “He’s a good boy. An angel.”
 
   The word ‘angel’ twisted in Scott’s gut. “Why is he staying with you? Why isn’t he with his mother?”
 
   “I had to help him.”
 
   “Who? Jake?”
 
   “No. Well, yes. Him too, but that woman....” “I told my brother that woman was out of his league. He was so smitten with her. When he told me they were married, I couldn’t even believe it.”
 
   “What’s your brother’s name?”
 
   “I don’t know why he wanted to marry that rich girl. He was a servant to them. He slaved away for her and that wicked grandmother of hers, too. I told him it wouldn’t last. I warned him.”
 
   “What happened?”
 
   “She left him, and then she wouldn’t let him see his little boy. I had to help him.”
 
   Scott pulled the photo album out of his back pocket. “Is this your brother?”
 
   Her lips pressed together. “Yes. That’s Jeremy. Stupid fool. He still wants that woman back.” She reached for the book. “That’s my personal property.”
 
   He moved the book out of her reach. “Not while you’re in my custody.”
 
   “So you see, I didn’t kidnap anyone. I was helping my brother. He was so upset the day he brought Jake to my house. Desperate. He was crying. I’d never seen Jeremy cry. Never.”
 
   Scott let her keep talking, welcoming the flood of information.
 
   “The little boy was filthy and had scrapes on his arms and cheek.”
 
   Her eyes softened. “It was the first time I’d ever even met my nephew. He was scared. When I held Jake in my arms that day, he cried.”
 
   Her breathing became heavy. “That woman is a terrible mother. She’d do anything to keep Jake from Jeremy. It’s not fair. I had to help him. He has rights.”
 
   “Where is Jake now?”
 
   “I can’t tell you.”
 
   “Libby, your brother lied to you.”
 
   She shook her head. “No. He wouldn’t do that. You’re the one lying. You’re trying to take him away from Jeremy.”
 
   “No, Libby, listen to me. Kasey wasn’t married to your brother. She was married to Nick Rolly. You said it yourself: your half-sister is trouble. She’s involved here, too.”
 
   “I have the picture. You saw it.” She blinked. “You’re trying to confuse me.”
 
   “Nick Rolly died in a car accident in August. We found Jake’s car seat at the scene, but not Jake. I think it’s because Jeremy took him that day. I think Jeremy was desperate, and he took Jake to you looking for help. Think about it.”
 
   “I don’t understand how...”
 
   “I’m telling you the truth. He lied to you, and that little boy is not his child.”
 
   “That can’t be true,” her voice wobbled and her face paled. “You’re confusing me.”
 
   “Is Jake alive, Libby?”
 
   “Yes. He’s fine. I love Jake. I’d never hurt him.” She clutched the side of the table, steadying herself.
 
   “Where is he?”
 
   She started breathing heavily, then she mumbled.
 
   “What did you say?” Scott asked.
 
   “I’m dizzy.” She shook her head. “Something’s wrong.” Her hand trembled like that of a junkie needing a fix.
 
   “Libby. Stay with me.” Scott left his seat and crouched in front of her. “You hear me? Breathe in through your nose and out through your mouth.”
 
   She followed Scott’s instructions.
 
   Once her breathing slowed, he returned to the chair across from her. The color came back to her face.
 
   “Do you need medical assistance?”
 
   “Can I have some water?”
 
   “Sure.” Scott left the room.
 
   Von met him in the hall. “Thank God. He’s alive. Now we just need to find out where he is. What the hell is Jeremy up to? I don’t really know the guy, but he’s always been there for Kasey.”
 
   Scott pulled a paper cup from the side of the water cooler and filled it. “Wish me luck,” he said, then went back in. 
 
   Scott handed Libby the cup. The water rippled as she lifted the cup to her lips, her hand trembling. 
 
   “Thank you.” She set the cup on the table in front of her.
 
   Scott rubbed the back of his neck, then straightened. “Let’s start over. How do you know Kasey Phillips? She’s never heard of you.”
 
   “Of course not. She doesn’t care about our family, just her own.” 
 
   “Even if that’s the case, you can’t take a child from his mother and get away with it. It’s illegal.”
 
   “Jeremy has rights.” 
 
   “Even if they were married, matters of custody are for a court to decide. Not you.”
 
   She rested her head on the table.
 
   “I know this is exhausting, but if you’re a Christian, I know you want to do the right thing.”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “I want to show you something. I’ll be right back.” Scott walked out of the room, went to his desk, and got the case files from the accident and Jake’s disappearance. He walked back in and started reading facts to Libby. 
 
   Logic outweighed the story she’d been told by Jeremy. Scott saw the expression on her face change with each fact. He licked a finger and turned to another page, chronicling the last several months of the investigation.
 
   Thirty minutes later, Libby had the whole string of events laid out for her.
 
   Her jaw went slack. She kept muttering, “I can’t believe it.” Her gaze darted, unsettled, as if she was looking for a way out. 
 
   Control was finally shifting.
 
   Only one thing could save her now—the truth. 
 
   Scott spoke slowly, careful to choose the right words. “Libby, Kasey is a wonderful mother. She lost her husband. She loves Jake. Please help us reunite them.”
 
   “What about Jeremy?”
 
   “Libby, you better worry about yourself right now and doing the right thing.”
 
   She zoned out for a long moment, then turned to Scott. “The address is written inside the cover of a paperback book I was reading. It’s in my car.”
 
   “Who is he with now?” Scott asked. “Is he safe?”
 
   “Oh yes. I’d never have taken him there if I didn’t think so. They’ve been friends of our family for years—they have four kids of their own. I was supposed to go pick him up next weekend. Jeremy was going to visit Jake there.”
 
   “Thank you, Libby.”
 
   “I am so sorry.” She lowered her head. “I had no idea. You’ve got to believe me.”
 
   “I do.” Scott walked out and locked the door behind him. Von shadowed him down the hall while Scott gave orders to move Libby to a holding cell. He and Von located the keys to Libby Braddock’s vehicle, and ran to the cruiser to go back to the hotel and search the car.[bookmark: _Toc256242989]
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Thirty-Seven
 
    
 
   Kasey rushed to the processing desk at the station. “Is Scott around?” she asked one of the officers. 
 
   “He just left.”
 
   Her shoulders drooped. “How long ago?”
 
   “Ten minutes, maybe?”
 
   She dropped her hands to her side. “Did he leave a message for me? Kasey Phillips.”
 
   The officer shuffled some papers and checked a rack of cubbyholes. “No. I don’t see anything up here for you.”
 
   Kasey tried Scott’s cell phone but it went to voice mail, she left him a message then scribbled a note on a slip of paper and handed it to the gal at the desk. “Can you see that he gets this if he comes back?” 
 
   “Sure.”
 
   Kasey thanked her and left for Scott’s house.
 
    
 
   Not five minutes later, Von and Scott returned to the station. 
 
   A young officer sat at the front desk. “You just missed a visitor. She left a note.”
 
   “She?” Scott reached for the piece of paper. “We just missed Kasey,” he said to Von. “She’s at my place.”
 
   “Go get her,” Von said. “I’ll work with the deputy to get the rest of the address from Libby, and coordinate how we can get Jake home.”
 
   Scott nodded. “Great. I have my phone. Call me if you need me. I’ll bring her up to date and meet you back here.”
 
   “Good luck. She’s not going to want to believe that Jeremy betrayed her. He’s like family to her. Go easy.”
 
    
 
   [bookmark: _Toc256242990]
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Thirty-Eight
 
    
 
   Kasey’s cell phone rang just as she pulled next to the curb in front of Scott’s house. She answered and Scott was already talking before she could say hello.
 
   “Got your message,” Scott said. “Where are you?” His voice sounded tight, his words clipped. 
 
   “I’m sitting in my car right in front of your house. Is everything okay?”
 
   “There’s a key to the side door, on top of the bird feeder. I’ve got news.”
 
   “Your voice sounds funny.” Her stomach swirled with dread. “The news. It’s not bad is it?”
 
   “No. Not bad. I promise. I’ll explain when I get there.”
 
   “When—” But he’d already hung up. She found the key easily and went to the side door. It took a minute to get the key in the right way, but finally it slipped in the lock and she opened the door.
 
   Inside the house, the room was dark. She patted the wall looking for a light switch, but something brushed against her as she did. She instantly thought of Turtle Mike, but then whatever it was grabbed wrist, pulling her away from the open door. The fear of imminent danger pulsed through her veins, gripping her so tight she couldn’t make a noise.
 
   Kasey scrambled to keep her balance, tugging hard. She slapped and kicked and was able to free her arm, but the door slammed behind her, trapping her inside.
 
   In the darkness of the room, she felt something pass in front of her face, but her eyes hadn’t adjusted and it was too dark to see. A strong hand clamped around her arm. She bent forward and bit down until the intruder screamed, but he didn’t let go. Instead, cool metal settled on her temple.
 
   Her body went rigid. Afraid to move, her temple pulsed under the pressure of the barrel.
 
   She heard a slap on the wall next to her, and the lights came on.
 
   “Kasey?” 
 
   “Jeremy?” 
 
   They stared at each other for a stunned moment, then she breathed a sigh of relief and stepped away from the gun. “You scared me to death. I thought I was a goner. What are you doing here?”
 
   His jaw moved, but he didn’t respond.
 
   “Jeremy. Why are you here?” She stepped toward him. “Why do you have a gun? What’s going on?”
 
   He stepped back. “This isn’t....” Jeremy’s voice drifted. Sweat dampened his forehead. “You shouldn’t be here.”
 
   “Why are you here?” 
 
   “It’s not how it seems.” All the color had drained from his face. “He’s got to pay for this.”
 
   “Who’s got to pay? Scott?” She blinked, shaking her head. “You don’t think Scott had something to do with Jake’s disappearance?”
 
   Jeremy straightened. 
 
   “That can’t be. He’s helping me find Jake.”
 
   He scratched his head with the barrel of the gun. “He’s not helping you. He just wants you.”
 
   “Wait. This doesn’t make sense. Did Scott...?” She took a step back. Scott had said he was there at the accident site. Could I be so wrong about him? “Do you think Scott did something to Jake?”
 
   “I’m here to make everything right,” Jeremy said. “Don’t worry. I’m going to take care of Calvin and then I’m going to take you to Jake.”
 
   “You found Jake?”
 
   “Yes. I’d do anything for you and Jake. You know that.”
 
   “Of course, you’re like family. Let’s go,” Kasey said and turned to the door.
 
   Jeremy waved the gun and it went off, scaring them both. 
 
   “Careful with that thing. Just put it down.”
 
   “Wait! I have to stop Scott first.” 
 
   “Why? Is Jake with Scott?”
 
   Jeremy shook his head.
 
   “Then take me to Jake. I just want my baby.” Kasey’s voice became loud and impatient. “Quit standing there. Let’s go. We can let the police take care of Scott.” 
 
   “But he is the police.”
 
   “Von will know what to do. Come on.”
 
   The side door swung open and Scott steadied his gun on Jeremy. “Hold it right there.”
 
   Kasey stepped between them. “How could you? I thought you were my friend.”
 
   “Kasey, get out of the way.”
 
   She didn’t budge. “He told me you took Jake.”
 
   Scott scoffed and looked at Kasey. “And you believe that? Kasey, Jeremy was behind your son’s disappearance. Nick’s death, too.” He nodded to Jeremy. “Isn’t that right?”
 
   Kasey turned to Jeremy.
 
   “I’d have been a good Dad to Jake. Before Nick. You know. I would’ve married you and taken care of Jake. Raised him like my own. Like Nick did. I’d have been there for you. Nick’s gone. But I’m not. You know I love, Jake. Right?”
 
   Jeremy raised his gun towards Scott.
 
   Scott steadied his aim. “Don’t do anything stupid.”
 
   “Go sit down, Kasey.” Jeremy’s hand shook.
 
   She stepped out of range. “What’s going on? Who is taking me to Jake?”
 
   “Sit!” Jeremy yelled. “Now!”
 
   She dropped to the floor right where she was.
 
   “No!” He shouted, then waved the gun at her. “In there.” He motioned her toward the living room.
 
   She walked backward, afraid to turn her back on him.
 
   His voice rose. “This isn’t how I planned it.”
 
   She backed into the living room. “Planned what? Jeremy. Tell me you didn’t take Jake.”
 
   He rocked from side to side. “He’s going to tell you, but it’s not how it looks.” Jeremy blew out several small breaths in a row, then cocked the hammer.
 
   “Whoa!” She took a step back. “No. Wait. You don’t want to do this. We’re like family, and whatever you think Scott has done.... You killing him isn’t going to better for anyone.”
 
   “Drop it,” Scott ordered. 
 
   “Don’t. Both of y’all, stop!” Kasey screamed. 
 
   “Family,” Jeremy said, nodding his head, and then he began to cry. “Jake should’ve been mine.”
 
   “He’s not your child. You know that.”
 
   “He wasn’t Nick’s but you let him be. I’ve always loved you, Kasey. Nick had already taken you from me. Then he...he wanted to take you away.” His hand shook.
 
   “Put the gun down.” Scott commanded.
 
   “Whatever you did, it can’t be as bad as you think.” She glanced at the end table. There wasn’t much on it—a magazine, an old horseshoe and a coaster. She dipped and wrapped her fingers around the rusty antique horseshoe. It was heavy in her hand.
 
   Jeremy wiped the sweat from his eyes. “I never meant to hurt you. I love you.” His eyes turned dark. He raised the gun towards his own head. It shook in his hand. “The pictures. I sent them.”
 
   “Kasey, let me handle this,” Scott said. She raised a hand and gave Scott a begging look. He nodded.
 
   “A woman sent the pictures.” Kasey paused, trying to regain control of her emotions and voice. Smooth and soothing—stay calm and he will.
 
   “Me.” Pain twisted in Jeremy’s face. “I set that up. You said you wanted to know Jake was alive. I wanted you to....” He wiped his face with his sleeve—the gun flailed. “You needed to feel hope. I wanted you to have hope. I never meant this to go so wrong. All I ever wanted was to be in your life.” 
 
   She squeezed the horseshoe, praying she wouldn’t drop it. 
 
   He leveled his gaze on Kasey. “I didn’t want him to move you away. I only meant to scare him.”
 
   A loud clunk came from down the hall. Jeremy spun toward the noise. Kasey hurled the horseshoe. It flew across the room like a Frisbee. She dove behind the couch and crouched low to the floor. 
 
   Jeremy turned just as the horseshoe made contact with his face. He yowled, and a string of expletives followed.
 
   Kasey peered over the couch. Blood dripped down his arms. She must’ve hit him square in the nose. Even with his hands to his face, there was a lot of blood already. 
 
   Jeremy stumbled toward her, and the gun went off again.[bookmark: _Toc256242991]
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Thirty-Nine
 
    
 
   Jeremy spun to face Scott. Blood gushed from his nose and mouth, but the gun remained steady in his grip.
 
   “Drop the gun.” Scott said as he stepped closer. He reached up and keyed the mic at his collar. “This is Calvin. I need EMTs on the scene, and backup.” 
 
   Jeremy wavered. He looked over his shoulder at Kasey. She saw the confusion on his face. The darkness in his eyes. He swallowed and turned back to Scott. 
 
   Her heart pounded in her throat. “No, Jeremy. Drop it.” Her feet wouldn’t move. She sank back against the wall, her mouth and eyes wide. “Don’t do it.”
 
   Jeremy spun her way.
 
   “No!” Kasey held her hands out defensively. “Please. Listen to me.”
 
   The gun dropped to the floor.
 
   Jeremy ran his sleeve across his face. Blood stained his skin and clothes, and droplets splattered on the floor.
 
   “Kick it my way,” Scott said.
 
   Jeremy kicked his foot forward, but the blood from his sleeve impaired his vision and he missed, staggering backwards.
 
   Scott scooped up the gun, then restrained Jeremy with his handcuffs. He Mirandized him, then jerked him tight against him. Scott’s jaw pulsed. “Is Jake still in Tappahannock?” 
 
   Jeremy nodded and hung his head. 
 
   “He’d better be safe. Don’t make me regret not killing you while I have the chance.” He shoved Jeremy into a kitchen chair. 
 
   Kasey clung to the doorjamb. “He’s going to bleed to death.”
 
   “If he’s lucky.” Scott went to the sink, pumped anti-bacterial cleanser into his hands and washed the blood from them.
 
   Two EMT’s rushed into the house. Scott motioned them to Jeremy and they started tending to his injuries.
 
   Scott walked over to Kasey as he dried his hands. “Are you okay?” 
 
   She lunged into his arms. “I was so scared.”
 
   He kissed the top of her head. “Scared the hell out of me, too.”
 
   “Thank goodness you showed up when you did.”
 
   “You were doing pretty well without me.”
 
   “Thank God for Turtle Mike.”
 
   “You must’ve been sandbagging the day we played horseshoes here.”
 
   “Lucky shot.” She laid her head against his chest.
 
   The EMTs cleaned the gash on Jeremy’s face. His nose was broken. They moved him to a gurney and fastened a strap across his body. Two officers showed up just as the EMTs rolled the gurney toward the door. Scott updated the officers with all the details. “Get him out of here.” Scott’s directive set the officers in motion. 
 
   He moved to Kasey’s side, tipped her chin and looked her in the eyes. He cleared his throat. “That’s what I was going to tell you earlier. About Jeremy.”
 
   “Where’s Jake?”
 
   “I tried to tell you,” said Jeremy through the gauze. “Jake’s safe.”
 
   “I’ve been in a living hell for months.” She hurled the words like stones.
 
   Scott put his hand on her arm. “I’ll be able to prove Jeremy killed Nick with the slug he fired in here. I’m sure it’ll match those we found at the scene. We have Libby Braddock at the station. She’s Jeremy’s sister.”
 
   “His sister?” Her breathing grew louder. “No, Jeremy. How could you?” She lunged past the EMT and pounded Jeremy’s chest with her fists. “How did—”
 
   “Whoa, whoa!” Scott grabbed her around the waist. “He’ll get his punishment, don’t you worry.”
 
   Her feet kicked at nothing. “Why?” she screamed.
 
   “It was an accident.” Jeremy choked out the words.
 
   “An accident? He was in his truck, for God’s sake.”
 
   His gaze locked on hers, intense, desperate. “I meant to scare him. He was going to move you away. I couldn’t lose you.”
 
   “Lose me? What the hell are you talking about?”
 
   “I didn’t want you to move here.”
 
   “You knew?” She pounded the air. “You knew about the house. You lied. And Jake? What about Jake?”
 
   Jeremy turned his head. “I’m sorry. I saved him, but then I didn’t know what to do.”
 
   “All this time? Where is he? Tell me, you bastard.”
 
   Scott turned her toward him. “Shhh. It’s over. We’re going to get Jake.” 
 
   Von opened the door, then held it wide as the medics wheeled Jeremy past. 
 
   Jeremy struggled against the restraints, shouting, “I tried to fix it.” 
 
   Von rushed to Kasey’s side. “Thank goodness you weren’t hurt. I was at the station waiting on Scott when the call came in. You’re okay, right?”
 
   She nodded, then her cell phone rang.
 
   “That’s mine,” she said. 
 
   “I’ll answer it.” Von grabbed the ringing phone from the counter. “Hello. Kasey Phillips's cell.”
 
   He listened and nodded. “So let me get this straight. You’re in the air, headed for the Greensville-Emporia airport...Here?”
 
   Cody’s deep voice reverberated from the phone and across the room. Kasey could almost make out his words.
 
   “I’m putting you on speaker.” Von punched the speakerphone button on the cell and laid it on the counter. He leaned over the phone. “This couldn’t be better timing. Where are you exactly? We just got a lead on Jake. I think you can help.”
 
   “Hang on. Let me check with the pilot,” Cody said, then his voice became muffled.
 
   “The pilot says we’re like forty miles from the airport. We can change course. Where do you need us to go?”
 
   “Tappahannock Airport. I don’t know the code. I can get it, though.”
 
   Cody talked to the pilot and came back on the line. “He’s already got it dialed in from the navigation system. We’re on our way.”
 
   Kasey looked confused. “What’s going on?”
 
   Scott put his arm around her and hugged her close. “Jake’s coming home.”
 
   She clung to Scott’s arm.
 
   Von continued: “Cody, the police in Tappahannock are supposed to be picking up Jake right about now. I’m waiting on confirmation. I’ll let them know to meet you at the airport and release him to you. Can I call you back on this number?”
 
   “Yeah. It should work, but if I don’t hear from you I’ll call back.” 
 
   “I’ll update you with information and timing as I get it.”
 
   “You got it,” Cody said.
 
   Von ended the call and handed the phone to Kasey. “We better go back to the station. We’re going to have to fax a release form.”
 
   “Jake’s really coming home this time? I’m almost afraid to believe it.” 
 
   “Come on.” Scott guided Kasey to the car. She was unsteady, so he swept her up and carried her. He pulled out onto the street with Von right behind him. 
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   Von called home as he drove. “Hey, baby.”
 
   “What’s going on? Did something happen?” Riley asked.
 
   I’ll fill you in on everything when you get here, but the bottom line is Jake’s coming home.”
 
   “Tonight? Von, this is amazing.” 
 
   “Yep. Cody Tuggle called from his plane. He was on his way to see Kasey. They’ve rerouted. Now he’s flying to Tappahannock to bring Jake home. We’re going to meet them at the Greensville-Emporia airport.”
 
   “Not the little airport on the way to Kasey’s new place?”
 
   “That’s the one.”
 
   “I didn’t know planes actually landed there. I’m heading that way.”
 
   “I knew you would. I love you, Riley. Drive careful. I can’t take any more excitement today.”
 
   “I will. I promise.”
 
   Von ended the call, then redialed the Tappahannock police to coordinate the transfer at the airport and confirm what forms needed to be filed to make it all happen.
 
    
 
   Von and Scott pulled into the station at the same time. Von’s cell phone rang as they walked inside.
 
   He swept the phone from his hip to his ear, nodding and yessing. “Great...Yes...I’m going to dial you back from a landline.”
 
   Von grabbed Kasey’s hand. “The Tappahannock police are at the address. They’re going in.” Von ended the call and turned his attention to Scott. “You got a speakerphone in your office?” 
 
   “Come on.” Scott led the way. He spun the desk phone around. Von dialed the number. The phone on the other end rang once. “Hankins.” 
 
   “It’s Perry Von. I’ve got Sheriff Scott Calvin and Jake’s mother, Kasey Phillips, on speakerphone.”
 
   Kasey hung on to Scott’s forearm and Von’s shoulder as they all leaned over the phone, waiting. 
 
   “Stand by,” Hankins said. Radio communications and the muffled sounds of movement came from the other end of the line before Hankins came back on the line. “We’ve got the boy.” 
 
   Kasey collapsed, sobbing. 
 
   “Is he okay?” Von asked.
 
   “He looks fine.” Hankins's voice relaxed. “We’ll head to the airport. Get those papers faxed over to us in the meantime.”
 
   “Already in the works,” Von confirmed. Scott gave him a nod.
 
   “I’ll call you when we get to the airport,” Hankins said.
 
   Kasey hugged Scott, then turned and hugged Von.
 
   Scott and Von high-fived over her head. 
 
   A young clerk stepped into the doorway of Scott’s office. “Pardon me,” she said, holding up the fax. “They said these were urgent.”
 
   “Excellent.” Scott snatched the papers and filled out the form, then turned to Kasey. “I need you to sign right here.”
 
   She signed the paper, not that the scribble looked anything like her signature. Her hands trembled so much she could barely hold the pen.
 
   Scott handed the papers back to the clerk. “Fax these back right now.”
 
   “I’m on it, sir.” The clerk rushed out of the room.
 
   Von picked up the handset and dialed Cody’s number. “I just got off the phone with the police. They have Jake. He’s fine.”
 
   “Hallelujah,” Cody shouted. “Yeah! Let me see how long we have before we land.”
 
   While Von waited, the clerk came back in and handed Scott a note. Scott read it and handed it to Von. 
 
   Von nodded. “Hey, Cody. I need the tail numbers on the plane for our paperwork.” Von scribbled some numbers on a pad of paper. “About fifteen more minutes before you land in Tappahannock? The police will be there waiting for you. They’ll release Jake to you.”
 
   “Perfect,” Cody said. “How’s Kasey hanging in there?”
 
   “She’s afraid to believe it.”
 
   “Tell her not to worry. I won’t let anything happen to her baby.”
 
   Von believed him. “We’ll all be waiting for you here at the Greensville-Emporia airport. Let me know when you take off.”
 
   “You got it,” Cody said. “Let Kasey know that Lou is going to meet us at the airport.”
 
   Von hung up and clipped the phone on his belt.
 
   “Who is Lou?” he asked Kasey.
 
   “That’s Cody’s girlfriend.”
 
   Scott looked surprised. “He has a girlfriend?”
 
   She nodded. “An old flame. They just recently reconnected. I’d forgotten they were coming to stay with me tonight.”
 
   Von interjected. “Cody asked me to let you know that she’s going to meet him at the airport.”
 
   “You never mentioned they were coming,” Scott said to Kasey.
 
   “Yeah, it was short notice,” she said. “Guys. This isn’t a dream, is it? My baby is coming home.” She held her stomach. “I feel sick.”
 
   “You’re going to be fine.” Scott stroked her back. “Just breathe.”
 
   “How long is the flight from Tappahannock?” Her stomach twisted into a knot.
 
   Scott looked to Von who shrugged. “No idea.”
 
   “We’ll ask when Cody calls back.”
 
    
 
   A half-hour later, the call they’d been waiting for came in. Von answered, then handed the phone to Kasey.
 
   “Hello?” she said.
 
   “Mommy?”
 
   She knelt to the floor with both hands on the phone. “Jake? Is that you, honey?”
 
   “Hi, Mommy. We’re flying an airplane.”
 
   “I know, baby. Don’t be scared. Cody will take good care of you. He’s mommy’s friend.”
 
   “He’s nice. I miss you, Mommy.”
 
   She gulped back tears. “I miss you too, sweetheart. Cody’s bringing you home to me.”
 
   Kasey heard Jake’s voice drift from the phone. “Mommy’s crying.”
 
   Cody’s voice came over the line. “Hey, Kasey. I thought you’d rather hear his voice than mine.”
 
   “Thank you. I can’t believe it.” Kasey sucked in a breath and let it out. “How does he look? Did he ask for me?”
 
   “He looks fine, acts fine. Running around like boys do. Says he misses his mommy. Look, we’re cleared for immediate takeoff, so I’m going to get this little guy buckled in. The pilot just filed his flight plan and says that we should land in Emporia-Greensville in about twenty-five minutes.”
 
   “The longest twenty-five minutes of my life. Thank you.” She turned to Von and Scott. “They’re on their way.”
 
   “Riley is too,” said Von.
 
   She rubbed her hands together. “Feel my hands.” She pressed them to Scott’s cheeks. 
 
   “Holy cow. You’re freezing.” Scott closed his office door and took a jacket from a hanger on the back. “Here, put this on.”
 
   She slipped it on and pushed her hands in the pockets. “Thanks. That’s better.” She shivered. “I’m so nervous. Can we go there and wait? I can’t sit here. I just can’t.” 
 
   Kasey got into the car with Scott, and Von followed them to the airport. 
 
   Except for one truck, the airport parking lot was empty. They went inside to wait. A few minutes later, a tall brunette walked in. 
 
   She walked straight to Kasey. “Hi. Are you Kasey Phillips?”
 
   Kasey nodded. 
 
   “I’m Lou. Cody called. I’m so glad I’m here for this special day.”
 
   She was pretty in a girl-next-door kind of way. “Thank you. It’s nice to meet you. I can’t believe his timing.”
 
   “How are you holding up?”
 
   “Look at my hands.” Kasey held out one of her trembling hands. “Even my knees are wobbling.”
 
   “I can’t even imagine what you’re going through.” Lou sat on the bench across from Von and introduced herself. He filled her in on the details. Kasey got up, walked over to the wall of windows and stared out. Her eyes played tricks on her, making her think there were lights in the night sky where there were none. 
 
   Kasey spun around to the sound of her name. Riley ran through the small terminal lobby toward her and then hugged Kasey tightly. “I can’t believe it. Finally.”
 
   “I know. I can hardly breathe. Thanks for coming.”
 
   “Nothing could keep me away. How much longer?”
 
   Kasey looked at her watch again. “About seven minutes.”
 
   Scott’s two-way radio squawked. He turned his back and leaned in to listen to it.
 
   “I don’t know how he understands what they’re saying on that thing.” Kasey shrugged. “This doesn’t feel real. I feel like I’m dreaming.”
 
   “The nightmare is almost over. You’re getting Jake back. It’s nothing but good from here on.”
 
   Scott rushed over to her side. “I’ve got to get to the station. There’s a problem. I’m sorry. I’ll be back as soon as I can.”
 
   “Okay.” Kasey called after him as he hurried away, “Be careful.” But Scott was already hauling ass out the glass doors. She watched as he hit the blue lights on his cruiser and pulled out on Route 58.
 
   Riley tapped Kasey’s shoulder. “That’s got to be them.” She pointed out the window.
 
   Von and Lou joined them. 
 
   They all grabbed hands—Von, Riley, Kasey and Lou—and watched the jet touch down and taxi toward the terminal. Kasey gripped Riley’s hand and Lou’s arm, steadying herself just in case her legs buckled. Her heart pounded harder as the jet engines got closer. She watched the plane come within jogging distance in what seemed like slow motion.
 
   Kasey looked to Von. “Can we go outside and wait?” 
 
   “I don’t think there’s anyone here that’s going to stop you,” Von said.
 
   They put on their coats as they hurried outside. Kasey could see the pilot flipping switches. The engines shut down and it was silent. Not even a cricket chirped. The door on the plane pushed forward, then the stairs folded down.
 
   Kasey held her breath, her hands clasped in prayer.
 
   Cody appeared in the doorway. Kasey’s stomach plummeted. And then there was Jake. Right there in the doorway of the plane. 
 
   In one sweep, Cody lifted Jake to his hip and started down the steep stairs, just like Nick would’ve carried him. Jake looked so small in the arms of Cody Tuggle.
 
   Kasey broke into a run toward them. 
 
   Jake’s eyes lit up when he saw her. “Mommy!” He reached for her.
 
   “Oh, my....” Kasey whisked her son from Cody’s arms and clung to him. “How’s my boy?” She brushed his bangs away from his eyes, then pulled him close again.
 
   “Let him breathe,” Cody said with a laugh. “He’s in good shape. Aren’t you?” He scrubbed his hand through Jake’s hair.
 
   “Mommy. I was missing you. We flew the plane fast and there were lights. It was like lightning bugs—lots of them, and it was pretty.”
 
   “I love you, Jake.” She knelt in front of him. With her arms still around him, she looked up at Cody. “Thank you. Thank you so much.”
 
   He nodded, then Lou walked up and kissed him on the cheek.
 
   Jake clung to his mother’s hand. “Mommy. I missed you and Daddy.”
 
   “I missed you too, sweetie. I missed you every day.” She kissed Jake on both cheeks and on his forehead.
 
   His lip quivered. “Why are you crying, Mommy?”
 
   “Mommy’s happy.” Kasey tweaked his nose. “I’m so happy to see you. These are good tears, I promise,” she choked out between sobs of relief. “I love you.”
 
   Jake reached out and put his hands on Kasey's cheeks. “Don’t cry, Mommy.” 
 
   He brushed at her tears with his sleeve. “I didn’t mean to make you sad.”
 
   “I’m not sad, honey.”
 
   Jake lowered his head. “Daddy can’t come home, Mommy.”
 
   “I know.” Kasey hadn’t even considered how she’d tell him about his dad.
 
   “Jeremy and me swam, and Daddy went to the angels.” Tears filled Jakes eyes and his lip poked out. “Mommy? Uncle Jeremy’s not Daddy, is he? Miss Libby thinks Uncle Jeremy is Daddy.”
 
   “No, baby. He’s not. She was mixed up.” She held him close. “You’re home now. No one will ever separate us again. I promise.”
 
   “I’m a big boy. I’ll take care of you.”
 
   “I know you will. You are my little man.” She hugged him and kissed his cheek. “Mommy missed you so much.”
 
   They walked into the small terminal and sat at a Formica-topped table. Kasey moved her chair close to Jake, facing him. “Were you afraid?”
 
   “Miss Libby is nice. She’s old, but she likes swings. Jeremy said you were busy, but you missed me. I was a good boy.”
 
   “I’m sure you were, my little angel.”
 
   Scott strode in looking tense and serious, but a grin spread across his face when he saw Kasey sitting with Jake. 
 
   “Success,” he said as he joined the small, special group of friends around Kasey. “Thank you.” Scott shook Cody’s hand. “Right place, right time. Couldn’t have worked out better.”
 
   “Happy to be a part of it.” Cody gave Jake a wink.
 
   Jake’s face contorted as he tried to mimic Cody.
 
   “Thank you,” Kasey met the gaze of each of her friends—Riley, Scott, Von, Cody and Lou. “All of you. Thank you for believing in me when everyone else thought I was crazy. I don’t know what I’d have done without your help. I never would have found Jake without each and every one of you.” 
 
   She felt a raw but healing ache in her chest.
 
   “Never doubt a mother’s love,” Scott said.
 
   Cody nodded and the two men exchanged a knowing glance.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Forty
 
    
 
   “You’ve grown,” Kasey said as she carried Jake to Von’s SUV. He was really too big to be carried, but she couldn’t bear to let go of him. 
 
   “I’m big,” he said.
 
   They rode with Von and Riley back to her house. Scott followed in his police car, and Lou and Cody followed behind him in Lou’s car. 
 
   Jake was asleep before they pulled into the driveway.
 
   Von carried him in. “Where do you want me to put him?”
 
   Kasey pressed her lips together. “I don’t want him to wake up in a strange place. He can sleep through anything. Just put him on the couch. He’ll be fine.”
 
   Von laid him on the couch, then joined the others in the kitchen.
 
   A rush of adrenaline coursed through her as they rehashed the chain of events. Everyone else seemed hyped up, too.
 
   Cody got up from the table and walked behind Kasey’s chair. He put his arms around her and gave her a squeeze. “Girl, I know you’ve got to be emotionally beat. When you come down off this rush, you’ll crash for a week.”
 
   “I’m sure you’re tired too. Want me to show you the guest room?”
 
   “No, no. We aren’t staying here.”
 
   “I don’t mind.”
 
   “I know, but I’ve made arrangements up the road for us to stay at the B&B tonight. We’ll stop by tomorrow to say goodbye. You need to be with Jake, not entertaining us.”
 
   She jumped from her chair and put her arms around him. “Cody, this never would've happened if you hadn’t made that announcement in Raleigh.”
 
   He hugged her and put his cheek to her hair. He pulled back slightly. “I told you there was value in a country music network.”
 
   “You were right.”
 
   “People helping people, it’s what country folks do,” Cody said.
 
   Scott nodded. “Couldn’t be more true.”
 
   “You’ve done so much for me,” Kasey said to Cody.
 
   “It didn’t work out so bad for me either. You know that song went gold.”
 
   “‘A Mother’s Love’? I didn’t know. Congratulations.”
 
   “I was thinking I owed you a big thank you.” He gave her a wink. “Two, really. If it hadn’t been for you and our talks on tour, I never would have looked up Lou again.”
 
   “I’ll never be able to thank you enough,” Kasey said.
 
   “I guess we’ll be friends forever then, won’t we?”
 
   “I sure hope so. And Lou, you have a great guy here. I wish you both so much happiness.”
 
   Lou hugged Kasey. “I feel like I already know you. We’ll come back. I promise.”
 
   Kasey walked them out to their car. After they drove away, she stood there staring at the sky. Among the stars, in the heavens, she knew Nick was with her. “Nick, our baby is home. Thank you for watching over us.”
 
   She went inside. Riley, Von and Scott had all moved into the living room. She sat on the couch with her arm across Jake’s ankles. He looked so sweet sleeping there, without a worry in the world. He seemed to have no understanding of the drama that had been going on for all these months, and she was thankful for that.
 
   A tear ran down her cheek. “I still can’t believe he’s home.”
 
   Riley snuggled against Von in the loveseat. “I don’t think I’ve felt this happy in a long time. We are so blessed.”
 
   Scott leaned forward in the oversized leather chair. “Kasey, I need to tell you something.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “When I got called away from the airport, it was about Jeremy?” Scott let out a long breath, then leaned in closer to her. “While he was being treated at the hospital, he...he took his own life.”
 
   Kasey opened her mouth, then shut it. She froze. “I’m not even sure how I feel about that.” She blinked. “He was like family. None of it makes sense. Part of me wants to say he deserved to die, but that’s wrong and I know that. I wouldn’t wish that on him, or on his family.” She shook her head. “I guess we won’t be getting a lot of answers then.”
 
   “I know.” Scott leaned toward her and rested his cheek on the top of her head. “A lot of emotions tangled up.”
 
   “Y’all are going to stay the night, aren’t you?” Scott asked Von.
 
   “Yeah. Thought I’d head back in the morning, and I think you’re staying another day, aren’t you, honey?” Von patted Riley’s leg. She nodded.
 
   Scott stood. “Good deal. I’m going to head on out, but I’ll stop in and check on things tomorrow, if that’s okay with you.” 
 
   “I’d like that.” Kasey got up from the couch and looked back down at Jake.
 
   Scott gave her shoulders a squeeze. “Happy endings. Good stuff.”
 
    
 
   The next morning Jake woke up before Kasey. She’d snuggled up on the couch with him, unwilling to let even a room separate them. 
 
   “Mommy! We’re at the surprise house.”
 
   “Jake?” His shouting scared her to a sitting position. She relaxed a bit when she saw the smile on his face. “Yes. We’re at the surprise house.” She’d almost forgotten the whole surprise regarding the house.
 
   Jake’s little mouth formed an O. “Me and Daddy made it.”
 
   “I know. I love it.”
 
   Von came out from the guest room in a jog, with Riley at his heels. “Everything okay?”
 
   “Yeah.” Kasey smooched Jake’s tiny fingers. “We’re good. Sorry we woke you up.”
 
   Von bent over and opened his arms to Jake. “Where’s my buddy?”
 
   Jake giggled and ran toward Von, full-speed. Von caught him and airplaned him around. “Vrrrrroooooom.” 
 
   Jake laughed so hard he hiccupped.
 
   Von set him down and Riley slapped Von on the butt. “No horsing around in the house, boys. Anyone hungry?”
 
   Von and Jake both raised their hands. “Me. Me,” they yelled.
 
   “I gotcha covered.” Riley disappeared into the kitchen.
 
   Soon the smell of bacon to wafted into the living room. 
 
   Kasey called to Riley. “Need my help?” 
 
   Riley leaned into the living room with a dishtowel over one shoulder and a spatula in her hand. “You’re kidding, right? I know how you cook. You stay right where you are.”
 
   Kasey twirled her hair and flopped back on the couch. “Works for me.”
 
   Ten minutes later, Riley banged a spoon against a plate and yelled into the living room. “Breakfast’s ready. Come and get it.”
 
   Kasey and Von each grabbed one of Jake’s hands and ran into the kitchen, swinging Jake through the doorway.
 
   “Awwwww.” Kasey’s head tilted as she spotted the plate of pancakes on the table. “Heart shaped pancakes. Aren’t you just a regular Martha Stewart?”
 
   “It is Valentine’s Day.” Riley walked over to Von, slung the dishtowel around his neck and pulled him to her for a kiss. “Be mine?”
 
   He hugged her tight. “Better believe it. You’re my Sweet-tart, sweetheart.”
 
   Kasey sat at the table and took a bite of the pancakes. “These are tasty.” She took a sip of coffee. “I can’t believe I almost let Valentine’s Day sneak by.”
 
   Riley twirled her fork in the air. “You’ve had a little bit going on, my friend.”
 
   Kasey wrinkled her nose at Jake. “Yeah. Good stuff.”
 
   Jake chomped on his pancakes. “My favorite.” He took another bite and swung his feet. “Hey, Mommy?”
 
   “Yes, sweetie?”
 
   He tilted his head. His lips glistened from the sticky syrup “Am I your valentine?”
 
   “My very favorite valentine.”
 
   “Good.” He grinned, then dug back into his pancakes.
 
   Von finished his breakfast, then got ready to head home. Riley walked him out to the SUV while Kasey helped Jake up to the kitchen sink to wash the syrup from his hands.
 
    
 
   “Hello,” Scott yelled from the front door. “Kasey? Riley said you and Jake were in here.”
 
   “In the kitchen,” she answered. 
 
   Jake jumped down and ran to greet Scott. “Hi.”
 
   “Good morning, Scott,” Kasey said.
 
   “Bet you slept good.”
 
   “Best night in a long, long time.” 
 
   “I brought you something. Sort of a welcome home present for Jake.” 
 
   “You didn’t have to do that.”
 
   He lifted a shoulder. “I wanted to. I hope you don’t mind. It’s out in the car. Can y’all come outside?”
 
   “Sure.” She took Jake’s hand and followed Scott out to the porch. Riley waved to Von as he backed out the driveway.
 
   Scott put his hand up to stop Kasey and Jake. “Stay right there.”
 
   They stopped. Riley joined them. “What’s going on?” she asked.
 
   “Scott said he has a present for Jake.”
 
   Scott opened the passenger door of his truck, then leaned over, disappearing behind the open door.
 
   “What’s he doing?” Riley asked.
 
   “Who knows?” Kasey stood on her tiptoes, trying to see.
 
   A little golden puppy pranced out from around the truck, across the yard. A huge silk bow, with pink and red hearts on it, tripped her up about every fourth step. The pup paused, twisted, then nipped at the huge floppy bow. 
 
   “Mommy!” Jake ran across the yard and knelt in front of the puppy. He placed his hand flat on the puppy’s back and stroked her. “He’s soft. Does he have a name?”
 
   “He’s a she.” Scott looked up and locked eyes with Kasey. “Her name is Shutterbug. She likes getting her picture taken.”
 
   “That’s a funny name.” Jake looked up at Scott. “My mommy loves clicking pictures.”
 
   “I’ve heard that about her.”
 
   The puppy flipped her long pink tongue out to kiss Jake. He laughed and fell back on the ground. There must have been syrup on his face, because Shutterbug licked Jake’s face making him wiggle and twist away, which only encouraged Shutterbug.
 
   “She’s so funny,” Jake said. “Mommy, come see her.”
 
   Scott gave an innocent look. “Shutterbug needs a home, and I thought you might need someone, too. Is it a good match?”
 
   “Mommy, can we keep her?” 
 
   Kasey smiled at Scott. “You don’t play fair. You know she’s my favorite one.”
 
   “You could say you’ll love her and give her a good home.”
 
   Kasey bent down and picked up the puppy. “Oh, I do love her.” She snuggled Shutterbug. “So sweet.” 
 
   “She’s adorable,” Riley said.
 
   Kasey squatted next to Jake. “I had to leave Dutch at the old house. He was too old to make the move, and he likes being a farm dog with his old friends. Do you think Shutterbug could live with us?”
 
   “Yes, ma’am. I’ll take good care of her. I promise.”
 
   Kasey turned to Scott. “How can I say no to that? Thank you. The puppy was a thoughtful gift.”
 
   “She’s Jake’s present. I have something for you, too,” Scott said.
 
   Just then, a car pulled into the driveway. Kasey recognized the vehicle. “That’s Chaz.” 
 
   Chaz got out of his truck and walked toward them. “I heard there was reason to celebrate today.” He handed Kasey a foil-covered plate.
 
   “You heard right,” she said, grinning. Her cheeks hurt from smiling. 
 
   “Seems like every time I run into one of you, the other is around.” Chaz gave them a knowing look, wagging his finger between Scott and Kasey. “That’s good. Real good.”
 
   Jake glanced over. His eyebrows shot straight up when he recognized Chaz.
 
   Chaz waved to him.
 
   “Mr. Hucktabeeeeee,” Jake yelled as he ran toward him. “Mommy knows about the secret.”
 
   “I know.” Chaz said.
 
   Jake put his hands on his hips. “Did you tell?”
 
   “No. Not until we were supposed to.”
 
   “She likes it.”
 
   “We done good, didn’t we?” Chaz said.
 
   Jake tipped his head back, and then gave a giant nod. “Yeah!”
 
   “I haven’t seen you in a while,” Chaz said to him. “I wasn’t sure if you’d remember me.”
 
   “I’ve been on a trip,” Jake said. “I’m home now.”
 
   Chaz nodded. “He seems fine,” he whispered to Kasey. He held out his hand to Jake. “Put ‘er there, partner.”
 
   Jake stuck his hand out and shook Chaz’s hand. 
 
   “Good job,” Chaz said.
 
   Kasey had never seen her little man shake hands before. How sweet.
 
   “Okay. I have to play with Shutterbug. She’s lonely.” Jake ran off, squealing as he ran in circles, enticing the puppy to chase him across the yard.
 
   Chaz cuffed Scott’s shoulder and gave Kasey a hug. “I’m not going to stay. I just wanted to deliver the treats and let you know how happy we are for you.” Chaz hustled over to his truck, always in a hurry.
 
   “He is the nicest man,” Kasey said as she watched him leave and waved.
 
   “Chaz is good people. We’ve got more than our fair share of nice people in this town.”
 
   “I’m beginning to see that.”
 
   “Speaking of nice,” Scott said, “I’d like to invite you to brunch on Sunday.”
 
   “Brunch?”
 
   “Yeah, I take Mom to brunch every Sunday after church. Mom thought it would be nice if I asked you to church with us. I don’t want you to feel like you have to. I mean, I’d love it if you’d like to, but no pressure.”
 
   Kasey stood quietly for a moment, then looked over at Jake and back at Scott. “Church and brunch is perfect. Jake and I used to go to church every Sunday with Nick. I haven’t been since. It’s perfect timing. Yes. Thank you.”
 
   “Really?” His grin made the wrinkles on the side of his eyes more pronounced. “Mom and I will pick y’all up at nine on Sunday.”
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   Sunday morning, Scott walked into church with his Mom on one arm and Kasey on the other. Jake ran alongside them, holding Kasey’s hand. 
 
   “Mommy,” Jake said in a loud whisper.
 
   They slid into the fourth pew, and Kasey helped Jake up into the seat between her and Scott. 
 
   He leaned forward. “This is God’s house,” Jake said to Scott and Mrs. Calvin.
 
   “That’s right,” Scott said.
 
   Kasey handed Jake a hymnal and put a finger to her lips. It felt familiar for a moment, except that Nick wasn’t here. Jake looked up, then twisted in the seat and climbed onto his knees. 
 
   “What are you looking for, sweetie?” Kasey asked. “Do you need to go the bathroom?”
 
   “No, ma’am. I went before we left.” He scanned the church, craning his neck, then flopped back on the pew with his brows furrowed and lips puckered. 
 
   “What are you thinking?”
 
   He folded his hands on the hymnal, then leaned forward to talk to Scott and Mrs. Calvin. “My daddy lives here with God. He’s an angel.” His eyes were wide, but his words slow and serious. “He might be sleeping because I think a lot of angels have to work at night.”
 
   Scott’s mom mouthed, “He’s so precious,” to Kasey.
 
   Kasey patted Jake’s leg. “You are a smart boy.”
 
   Jake sat back in the seat. “I wanted to see Daddy.”
 
   Kasey brushed his bangs to the side. “Close your eyes. If you close your eyes and open your heart, you’ll see Daddy. He’s always right here.” She tapped his tiny chest. “In your heart. Looking after you.”
 
   Jake squeezed his eyes so tight that his cheeks bunched up and touched his thick black lashes. He held his hands together under his chin in prayer. Kasey watched him, wishing she could roll back time.
 
   Jake’s eyes flashed wide. He looked up at Kasey and grabbed her sleeve. “Mommy?”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “Daddy says he loves us and he’s glad we’re here.” Jake smiled and placed his hands in his lap. “He likes this church.”
 
   Kasey swallowed back tears. Scott passed her a handkerchief.
 
    “I love you, Mommy.” He raised his eyebrows. “Ten and five.”
 
   She took his hand in hers. “That’s a bunch. I love you, too.” Kasey put her finger to her lips and whispered, “Time to be quiet.” 
 
   He nodded and sat still.
 
   The sermon was about God giving us second chances when we ask for them—perfect for the day. The preacher’s voice reverberated through the church, a kindness in his tone that felt like a warm blanket.
 
   “Since those second chances take place in the parameters of the life we already have,” he said, “second chances include baggage and ghosts of our past.”
 
   Kasey turned to Scott. He was looking at her. 
 
   She smiled.
 
   He reached over and held her hand.
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   After brunch, Scott dropped off his mother first. 
 
   “It was so nice to meet you,” Kasey said to her, and gave her a hug.
 
   “You’re right down the street. If you need me to sit with Jake, don’t you hesitate to ask. I’m old, but I love little boys.” She put her hand on Scott’s cheek. “I raised a pretty good one.”
 
   “You sure did.” Kasey admired the tender relationship between Scott and his mom.
 
   It was only a two-minute ride from her place to Kasey’s house. Jake changed clothes and raced outside to play with Shutterbug. Kasey poured two glasses of tea, then she and Scott went outside to sit and watch them.
 
   Jake ran over to her, looking serious. “Hey, Mommy? Do we have a ball to throw?”
 
   “Hmmm. Let me see.” Kasey pretended to match his serious look. “I think I saw one in the hall closet.”
 
   “Can I go look?”
 
   “Sure.” She watched him run into the house. “He knows this place better than I do.”
 
   A minute later Jake came out with the ball and a glossy white box with a big teal-blue bow on it. “Mommy, what’s this present?”
 
   “I forgot all about that. Bring it to Mommy.” She took the shiny wrapped gift from Jake and turned to Scott. “Cody gave me this when I left the tour. I never opened it.” She shook the box. “I forgot all about it.”
 
   “Can I open it?” Jake asked.
 
   “Sure. Here you go.” She handed him the box.
 
   He climbed up in one of the chairs and pulled on the ribbon, which captured his attention more than the idea of the gift. He jumped from the chair with the streamer, tempting Shutterbug to run after him.
 
   “Can’t get good help these days,” Scott said, laughing.
 
   Kasey peeled off the paper, crumpled it into a ball, then lifted the lid of the box. Inside was a note and a CD. “It’s the original cut of ‘A Mother's Love’.”
 
   “He wrote that song about you and Jake, didn’t he?”
 
   “Yes. On the plane when we were on tour. In fact, I knew the melody well before I’d ever heard the song. He’d been working on it on the plane every night while I was reading. He played it live the last night I was on tour with them.” 
 
   Her eyes met his. “That was in Raleigh. That’s where Billy Goodwin saw the picture of Jake and heard about the kidnapping.”
 
   “Cody is a good friend.” Scott smiled.
 
   “He is a good friend. But it’s not like our friendship,” Kasey said. Her heart felt full.
 
   He reached across the table, and she laid her head on his arm. 
 
   Scott stood. “Come walk with me.” 
 
   She popped back up. “Okay.” 
 
   He took her hand and led her to the side of the house. 
 
   “Mommy? Where you goin’? Can I come?”
 
   “Sure. Bring Shutterbug,” Scott said.
 
   Jake and Shutterbug caught up just as the big oak tree came into view. The tree was similar to the one that Nick was buried under: strong and tall, with one long, low branch. Two fat ropes hung from the limb with a red, white, and blue wooden seat.
 
   “You made the swing.” She took both of Scott’s hands in hers. “You are the most thoughtful man in the world.”
 
   “You like it?”
 
   “It’s like that one I saw in the magazine that day at your house. I love it.”
 
   “A swing! Cool!” Jake ran up and jumped in the seat. “Push me.”
 
   Scott pushed while Kasey smiled and clapped. Jake soared higher and higher. Fearless.
 
   The swing slowed and Jake leapt to the ground. “That was fun.”
 
   Scott caught the seat mid-air and bent down beside it. “Come here, Jake’s mom.” 
 
   Kasey gave him a what-the-heck-are-you-doing look but stepped up to the swing.
 
   He put his hands on the edge of the swing. “Someday. When the time is right.” He tipped the seat of the swing up, the bottom facing her. Painted in bright red letters:
 
    
 
   SOMEDAY...
 
   Will you be my bride? Yes ___  Maybe ___
 
    
 
   Kasey tilted her head. “Hedging your bets a little there, aren’t you?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Yes or maybe? I take it you won’t take no for an answer.” 
 
   “Whoops. Sorry. Turtle Mike and Maggie did the editing, they must have missed that.” He put the seat back down and patted it, encouraging her to sit.
 
   “Scott, you’ve been a true angel in my life.”
 
   “You are the angel.” He leaned forward, brushing her lips. “I love you, Kasey Phillips. I want you and Jake to be a part of my life always, and in all ways.”
 
   The words poured like melted chocolate over her heart, sweet and warm. Tears trickled down her cheeks. 
 
   She missed Nick. Her heart broke every day without him, but there was a feeling when Scott said those words. A feeling of joy that her body recognized before she did.
 
   She put her hand on top of his. “My head isn’t ready for this, but my heart feels it. Something. Someday...when I am....”
 
   “I’ll be here. Waiting.”
 
   “It might be a month. It might be five years. I can’t make any promises. But I can’t imagine sharing my heart with anyone but you. My life has been out of focus this past year. It’s starting to become clear again, thanks to you.” 
 
   This must be what joy feels like.
 
   “Is that a maybe?” His mood seemed buoyant. He glanced over at Jake and Shutterbug, running through the yard with a smile.
 
   “It’s not a no. So much has happened, I’ve put off dealing with most of it. But if you can be patient with me....”
 
   “I’m not going anywhere.” He gently pressed her hand to her cheek, kissed the tip of her nose, then pulled her close. “We’ll take it a day at a time.”
 
    
 
    
 
   THE END
 
    
 
   ~*~
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   Chapter 1
 
    
 
   AINSLEY CRAWFORD steered her 1993 Crown Vic to the empty curb, wincing at the ugly crunching sounds her power steering made as she cranked the wheel. Great. Fluid must be leaking again. She needed another repair bill like she needed a bladder infection.
 
   What she should do is dump the old boat and get something smaller, something easier on gas and maybe with a bit of warranty left so she wouldn’t have to pour money into it so regularly. Of course, if she ever wanted a new car, she was going to have to learn to keep her mouth shut.
 
   Right. Like that was gonna happen. She’d pretty much sabotaged her prospects when she’d reported that handsome anesthetist who was dipping into the anesthetic agent, shortchanging patients in the process. Although the situation was dealt with promptly and appropriately, it turned out no one liked a whistleblower. 
 
   Well, at least she had a lead on a new job. A better paying one, even, and God knew she needed the money. Lucy and Devon were depending on her, maybe for their very lives. 
 
   Which was why she was here. Except here looked pretty creepy. She glanced around, reluctant to kill her engine or release her door locks. 
 
   Okay, not creepy, exactly. It was a respectable enough commercial zone; not a slum by any stretch of the imagination. And she’d lived here in St. Cloud, New Brunswick, long enough to know she was less than three or four blocks from the club district, which would be hopping even on a Wednesday night, so it wasn’t like she was in the middle of nowhere. But the quiet buildings gave off a different vibe once they were abandoned for the night. Beneath the streetlights, the empty avenue shone after the warm August rain.
 
   Ainsley turned off the ignition and the engine stuttered and coughed to a stop. The tic-tic-tic of her cooling motor sounded overly loud in the ensuing silence. Then the rain started up again, drowning out other sounds. Raindrops pattered on the car’s roof and smeared her view of the urban landscape, intensifying her sense of isolation. 
 
   Before the cast of her thoughts could get gloomier, she grabbed her umbrella from the passenger seat and shouldered her door open. She fumbled with the umbrella a moment to get it open, then stepped out into the night. Closing the Crown Vic’s door, she peered around. Not a soul moved on the street. Though lights burned in the office building windows, she knew they were deserted. 
 
   Well, mostly deserted. Her prospective employer, Dr. Delano Bowen, waited for her in one of them.
 
   She’d balked when he’d asked for an evening interview, and his warm-whiskey voice had cooled over the telephone line. He had a conference to attend in San Francisco, he’d informed her, and he intended to fill the position before he left, one way or another. Desperate as she was for the job, she’d agreed to the nighttime interview. 
 
   Of course, that hadn’t stopped her from checking him out. If the research sponsor, a major bio-medical company, hadn’t confirmed his claims, she’d have cancelled. But he had checked out. According to Bio-Sys Genomix, he was analyzing the DNA of individuals afflicted with a particular blood disorder in the hopes of unlocking a cure. 
 
   What he needed, he’d said, was a cross between a phlebotomist to draw blood, a research assistant to help with his investigations, and a secretary to deal with the paperwork. 
 
   She stood there a moment, rain spattering up on her legs as she contemplated her utter lack of experience in the foregoing areas. But dammit, eight years as an OR nurse in a Level 1 Trauma Center had to count for something. 
 
   She pulled the folded piece of paper out of her purse and checked the address again — 420 St-Laurent Street — compared it with the number on the closest building, then headed west. Shouldn’t be more than a half a block. 
 
   As it turned out, it was more like a block and a half, which carried her closer to the club district than she’d expected. The rain fell harder and she picked up her pace, cursing. Her low-heeled leather pumps were going to be ruined. She dashed up the walkway to the building’s front door and tried to yank it open, but it didn’t give. Another tug. Locked.
 
   Great. She glanced around for a buzzer, but instead found a note taped to the glass door from the inside.
 
   Ms. Crawford. My apologies. Please use the entrance at the back of the building.
 
   Freaking wonderful. 
 
   She backtracked to the sidewalk and dashed westward, stopping at the alley running between Dr. Bowen’s building and the next building. The lane was narrow, barely wide enough for a single vehicle to pass. It was also liberally spotted with puddles. Her shoes would be ruined for sure if she slogged through that. 
 
   Maybe she’d be risking more than her shoes.
 
   The thought sent a jitter of uneasiness through her. She glanced around quickly. Nothing moved on St-Laurent. She looked back down the alley. At the midway point, a single security light mounted on the brick facing of the adjacent building cast enough light to show the alley was empty. No nooks or crannies for an assailant to jump out of; no doorways, no garbage bins for them to hide behind.
 
   So why were the hairs on the back of her neck lifting?
 
   She chewed her lip a moment, then made her decision. She had Dr. Bowen’s phone number on the paper in her purse. She’d dash to the nearest bar and use a payphone to call him. If he still wanted to do the interview, he could damned well meet her at the mouth of the alley to escort her into the building. Or better still, in whatever warm, dry pub she found from which to make the call.
 
   She turned to continue up St-Laurent, but a blur of motion caught her eye. She swiveled toward it. 
 
   A man, black clothing and a white blur for a face. Where had he come from? Before she could so much as gasp her surprise he was on her, pushing her into the alley. 
 
   She brought the umbrella down, intending to defend herself with it, but he was too fast. He squeezed her wrist in a grip that shot paralyzing pain up to her elbow. She dropped the umbrella. And then he was driving her deeper into the alley, bearing her along as though her resistance presented no more challenge than a feather.
 
   Crackhead. Had to be. No ordinary man had that kind of strength. Fear surged as she remembered the one she’d seen in the ER last month. Out of his mind on a dose of crystal meth that should have killed him, he’d shaken off three cops like they weighed no more than dandruff on his shoulders. 
 
   She gathered her breath to scream, but again he was too quick. He clamped a hand over her mouth and slammed her against the unyielding brick wall. Tears leapt to her eyes, blurring her vision. 
 
   Think. 
 
   Resistance was likely to get her killed. 
 
   Reasoning was out of the question. 
 
   Cooperation… He probably just wanted money. For these guys, it was all about feeding the habit, buying more gack to snort up his nose or shoot into his veins.
 
   Her right hand dropped to her purse, which was still slung over her shoulder. She pushed it toward him. “Take it.” She mumbled the words out against his palm, hoping he’d understand. “Money. Take it.”
 
   His lips curved with real amusement, which stirred a far deeper fear than had his physical attack. For the first time, she looked closely at his face. His eyes gleamed an eerie yellow-gold under the security light. They were most definitely not the eyes of a hopped-up junkie.
 
   “It’s not your money I want.”
 
   Oh, God. She was going to be raped in a rainy alley while everyone huddled indoors where it was warm and dry. Where they wouldn’t hear her cries.
 
   “No, sweetheart, I don’t want that, either.”
 
   His lips parted on a smile and her gaze dropped to his bared teeth. As soon as she saw his incisors, she knew what he did want. Her rational mind rebelled against the truth, but her blood knew. Her pulse leapt into overdrive. 
 
   “No!”
 
   The word was smothered against his hand. He angled her neck and sank his teeth deep into her throat. She felt the pierce of his grossly elongated incisors like the hot stab of IV needles. Adrenaline arced through her, lending her strength as she fought him, but she might as well have tried to knock down the brick wall at her back.
 
   On and on she struggled, but he clung to her, oblivious of her efforts. But he didn’t seem to be doing much more than just hanging on. Why wasn’t he sucking or otherwise working the wound? Wasn’t that what vampires did? Or did they tear throats out and lap the blood?
 
   She shivered. God, she was so cold…
 
   Cold. Blood loss. Shock! 
 
   Oh, shit, she was going into shock.
 
   Goddammit, he’d pierced her carotid artery. He was letting her own thundering heart pump the lifeblood out of her. A bubble of hysterical laughter rose in her chest at the irony. 
 
   Seconds later, she sagged against the building, mirth — and strength — gone. Only his weight against her held her upright. 
 
   A violent tremor shook her. Cold. She was going to die here in this alley. 
 
   And her shoes were ruined.
 
   Then, miraculously, he released her. She crumpled to the wet asphalt. Dear God, she was so cold. Was she dead? 
 
   No, not yet. If she were dead, she wouldn’t feel the cold rain or the hot abrasion of the asphalt on her hands and knees.
 
   So why had he left her? 
 
   She managed to lift her head to peer through the driving rain, searching for her assailant. There, deeper in the alley. And dear God, he was locked in combat with another man! A man who must have pulled the creature off her.
 
   She wanted to shout, to warn her would-be savior that he wasn’t dealing with your average thug, but her vision wobbled. Feeling oddly detached, she put a hand to her throat and it came away red. The rain quickly washed her hand clean, but a downward glance confirmed she was still bleeding. Her tan trench coat was streaked with red.
 
   Oh, man, she was tired. More than anything, she wanted to lie down. She wanted to just curl into herself and let the hovering blackness take her. But the man who’d tried to save her … the Good Samaritan … if she didn’t get help, he’d die.
 
   She pushed herself to her feet and stumbled toward the mouth of the alley, one hand pressed to her neck to try to stem her bleeding and the other pressed against the building’s wall to keep herself upright. She’d lost one shoe, so she kicked the other one off. Almost there. 
 
   Then the world started to swim. She blinked and blinked, but the blurriness refused to clear. She found herself on the ground again, felt the asphalt burn her already scraped knees. Then the same abrasive surface kissed her cheek as she pitched face-first onto the street. 
 
   Too late, Ainsley. As usual. You’re nobody’s savior. 
 
    
 
   Delano Bowen watched the beaten vampire’s retreat long enough to be certain the creature was really leaving. He expelled his breath. Thank God. It had been close. For a moment, he’d thought he was going to have to destroy it. Black-hearted devil hadn’t wanted to give up his kill.
 
   Well, they’d soon see who killed whom.
 
   And speaking of dying, he’d better see to the woman before she succumbed to shock. He strode to the mouth of the alley where she lay crumpled on the wet asphalt. Kneeling, he rolled her over, bent close and deftly arrested her bleeding. He drew away from her to find that her eyes had fluttered open. 
 
   “It’s okay,” he said. “I’ve got you. You’re going to be all right.”
 
   The assurance seemed good enough for her, for she slipped back into unconsciousness. He gathered her into his arms and stood.
 
   “Come on, Ainsley Crawford. We have work to do.” 
 
    
 
   Hot sex. 
 
   No, not just hot sex. Incredibly erotic, deliciously forbidden stranger sex.
 
   Ainsley knew it was a dream. Knew it wasn’t really happening. But dear God, it was good. And it felt so damned real. She could almost smell him, musky and male and incredibly arousing…
 
   A small sound tugged at her awareness, but she clung to sleep. She wanted to stay in the dream, wanted the stranger to keep on stroking and licking and sucking her as her hands clenched in his hair. She wanted him to keep his mouth on her intimate flesh, his hands on her body. Just a few minutes more…
 
   Then the sound came again. A beeping. Familiar but wrong. Out of place in the dream. What the hell was it? It sounded like a … oh, hell, a monitor alarm!
 
   She came awake with a start.
 
   The first thing she saw was the bedrail on the left side. Then the IV pole with the suspended bag of deep red fluid. She glanced down to see an IV line disappearing into her arm. 
 
   Holy shit. She was in hospital. And the beeping was a monitor. It blinked at her from its position right beside the IV pole. 
 
   Glancing at her hand, she saw the pulse oximeter had slipped off her finger. She slid the clothespin-like device back on and the beeping stopped. A quick glance at the monitor showed her oxygen saturation was okay.
 
   Oh, man, she was really in hospital? Being transfused? 
 
   She pressed her legs together beneath the blankets, and the last traces of arousal from her sex dream withered. Urinary catheter. Ugh. She was definitely being transfused. But why?
 
   Omigod, the alley! Heart suddenly hammering, she struggled to sit up.
 
   “Ah, you’re awake. That’s good.” 
 
   She yelped, more at the unexpected hand on her shoulder urging her back against the pillows than at the masculine voice from the right side of her bed. 
 
   “Easy. You’re safe now. I’m a doctor.”
 
   Her gaze locked on him and she let out a gasp. 
 
   It was him. The man she’d been imagining, the stranger/lover. 
 
   Okay, she was still dreaming. She must be. How else could she have conjured him to look exactly like the man in her dream? 
 
   Then another thought struck her: maybe she was dead. 
 
   Maybe she never escaped the alley after all. Maybe her lifeless body lay there still in a blood-darkened puddle, and this vision, this whole hospital room encounter, was just the result of her oxygen-starved brain dying. 
 
   She closed her eyes for a second and reopened them. The man beside her remained unchanged. Shoulder-length black hair, glossy under the lights, sprang back from a widow’s peak. Behind the lenses of Italian designer frames, dark brown eyes glowed like banked coals under heavy, slashing eyebrows. Dark, intense, sexy. 
 
   She started to lift a hand, thinking to touch his face to test if he were flesh and bone, but — ow, ow, ow — was quickly reminded that her arm had been harpooned with an IV catheter. 
 
   Okay, so it looked like she hadn’t dreamed him, she wasn’t dead, and she really was being transfused. So she had to be in hospital. But oh, baby, if this was the ER, this guy was new to the rotation. 
 
   “Where am I?”
 
   “You’re under my care, and you’re currently being treated for blood loss and shock.”
 
   Blood loss. 
 
   She shivered convulsively. The alley. A creature straight out of her nightmares had attacked her, driven his teeth deep into her neck and —  
 
   No!
 
   Her mind shied away from the memory. Better to stick with the rational, the world she knew. Medicine. 
 
   Her gaze flicked back to the IV pole. “Whole blood?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “How much have I had?”
 
   “We’re coming up on 2000 mls.”
 
   She felt her face go slack. “So much?” 
 
   “By my estimate, you’d lost almost forty percent of your blood, Miss Crawford.”
 
   Holy Hannah. Her gaze leapt back to the unit of blood suspended from the IV pole, her brain ticking at a hundred miles an hour. “Then you wouldn’t have had time to crossmatch the blood…”
 
   “It’s perfectly crossmatched.”
 
   She blinked. How’d he manage that feat? With this kind of blood loss, they usually started pushing the O-neg while they waited for typing and crossmatching, switching to the precise match as soon as they had the info. In any case, if they’d pushed that much blood, her coagulation factors would almost certainly be out of whack… 
 
   She lifted her right hand — carefully this time — to her neck, only to find her puncture wounds covered by a dressing. She clapped her gaze back on the hunky doctor who sat so quietly at her bedside. The doctor who in her dreams had blazed a trail of kisses down her body…… 
 
   She blinked the image away, cleared her throat and asked, “What about the possibility of a bleed?” 
 
   He lifted a dark eyebrow. “You know your transfusion medicine.”
 
   “I should. I’m an OR nurse.”
 
   “Indeed.” The corner of his mouth lifted in what might have been a smile, but he obligingly ran down the numbers — hemoglobin, platelet count and the rest. “Based on what I’m seeing, I don’t think we’ll have to worry, but we’ll keep monitoring the situation.”
 
   Okay, so she seemed to be out of immediate peril. Time to tackle the hard stuff.
 
   “How’d I get here?”
 
   One beat, two, three, as though he were weighing how much to tell her. 
 
   “I brought you.”
 
   “You brought me?”
 
   “Yes. I was there, in the alley. I saw the attack.”
 
   “No.” The denial emerged on an exhalation. She wasn’t even sure what she was denying.
 
   “Yes. I witnessed it. I saw that creature attack you.”
 
   Her heart started banging again. A man fiercely grappling with her attacker. A black-haired man. 
 
   “You were there.” A statement, not a question. She remembered now. And she remembered something else. 
 
   His was the face she’d seen when she’d surfaced from that cold hell she thought was death. Then she remembered what had wakened her from that icy place — his mouth, hot on her bare throat, like a lover’s. 
 
   No. No way. It hadn’t happened. It couldn’t have. Just a dream, like the other one. 
 
   She wet her lips. “Where are we?” Lifting her head, she scanned the room. No nurses came and went. Nothing fit her experience with various wards at the hospital. “This isn’t the Regional.”
 
   “You are in my home. But I assure you it is as well equipped as your hospital to deal with your particular emergency. Better equipped, in fact.”
 
   This was his home? It looked more like a trauma treatment room. And how freaky was it that he’d brought her here to treat her? Scary-freaky. Fear warred with anger. By the slimmest margin, the latter won.
 
   “I can see for myself that you’re well equipped. My question would be, why? And while we’re at it, why didn’t you call an ambulance to take me to the emergency room? That would be the logical response.”
 
   Those glowing eyes narrowed to dark slits. “And what would you have told them at your ER, Nurse Crawford?”
 
   She lifted her chin. “That I’d been attacked by…”
 
   “A vampire?” he finished.
 
   “Yes! You know I’m telling the truth. You were there. You saw it.”
 
   He didn’t move so much as a muscle, but for all his stillness, he emitted an odd leashed energy. It poured off him in waves so potent, she could almost imagine she saw an aura of energy surrounding him. 
 
   “Indeed I did witness it. But the ER staff who would have attended you weren’t there. They didn’t see it.”
 
   “You could have hung around and explained.”
 
   His lips turned up at the corners in a flash of amusement that was gone so quickly she wondered if she imagined it. “Yes, I suppose I could have given them the Readers’ Digest version of events, but I rather value my professional reputation.”
 
    “Okay, yes, they’d be skeptical in the extreme, until they’d seen this.” She lifted a hand to her throat, where she could still feel the pain of her wounds beneath the bandage. 
 
   “Remove the dressing.”
 
   She blinked. “What?”
 
   He opened the drawer on her bedside table and extracted a hand mirror, which he offered to her. “Remove the dressing and have a look.”
 
   Panic flared. Did she really want to view those puncture marks? She knew the attack had happened. She remembered it in horrifying detail. But to look on her wounds would make the proof of it incontrovertible. If she looked in the mirror, she couldn’t then decide she’d dreamed it. She couldn’t then conclude, for the sake of preserving her own sanity, that she’d had some kind of psychotic break. 
 
   “Not up to it? I see.” He started to return the mirror to the drawer.
 
   “Give it to me.”
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   Her answer was to peel the adhesive dressing away with one swift motion.
 
   “So be it.”
 
   She accepted the mirror from him, angling it to get a look at the puncture marks. Once again, her pulse skyrocketed. The skin of her throat was smooth and unbroken, with nothing but some faint bruising and some redness from the adhesive removal to suggest any kind of trauma. 
 
   Impossible. 
 
   She put a hand to her throat, running her fingers over the area to confirm what her eyes had already told her. Sweet Jesus.
 
   “You see why the medical staff at the hospital might question your story?”
 
   “But how? I was bitten… I can still feel the burn. Where did the puncture marks go?”
 
   Behind the lenses of his glasses, his eyes seemed to blaze even stronger than before. “These creatures cover their tracks by infusing their victims with a substance that promotes coagulation. It’s similar to the MPH beads you might use in surgery to stem a bad bleed, but it also promotes ultra-rapid healing of the wound.” 
 
   She laughed, a choked sound that bordered on weeping, which God knew was closer to what she felt like doing. 
 
   “You’re telling me vampires walk around with Bleed-X in their pockets, ready to sprinkle it on their victims’ wounds afterward?”
 
   “They secrete the substance at will.” He pried the mirror out of her hand and put it back in the drawer. “Of course, the victim of an attack like this typically expires from shock shortly after the evidence fades.”
 
   “Well, that must give the Coroner’s Office fits on cause of death.” She heard her own words and marveled at how reassuringly sarcastic they sounded. Was she really having this conversation with this stranger about vampires? 
 
   He shrugged. “Occasionally. Though many victims are street people — drug addicts, prostitutes, vagrants, runaways. No one investigates too closely when one of them turns up dead.”
 
   The truth of the latter statement was undeniable. She’d seen for herself the ease with which street deaths were accepted. She’d even protested it. Until the business with Lucy. Until she decided she couldn’t afford to make waves over something she wasn’t going to be able to change anyway. 
 
   She forced her numb mind to work. “I still don’t understand why you brought me here. Why not call an ambulance and let someone else worry about it?”
 
   “Because, as you must be coming to appreciate, I have a special expertise in these matters that conventional medicine lacks. Indeed, I think it’s safe to say I’m alone in my field.”
 
   Well, there was something she had no trouble believing. 
 
   “Besides,” he added, “had you not been coming to meet with me, you would not have suffered the attack. For that, I feel a burden of guilt.”
 
   Going to meet him? Then he must be… “My God.”
 
   A smile ghosted over his lips. “No, not God, Ms. Crawford. Though on occasion, I have been accused of harboring a God complex.” He offered his hand. “Dr. Delano Bowen.” 
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 2
 
    
 
   DELANO WATCHED emotions chase each other in the depths of those lovely violet eyes. 
 
   A few moments ago, he’d seen the exact instant when she remembered the events in the alley. Terror, followed quickly by doubt of her very sanity. He knew how hard it was for the human mind to confront the unacceptable. He also knew some minds splintered under the stress. But not this one. Through the window of her eyes, he’d seen her emotions roll and tumble together as she grappled to integrate that one simple, shocking, world-changing bit of information. Vampires are real. 
 
   But now it was surprise and confusion that warred in her eyes.
 
   “Dr. Bowen?”
 
   “At your service.”
 
   “But why … how…?”
 
   “A belated attack of chivalry, I guess you’d call it.” He leaned back in his chair, consciously relaxing his posture. But not too relaxed. Don’t want to look like you’re selling it too hard. She’s smart. “My access code to override the alarm on the front door quit working, which is why I redirected you to the rear entrance. That alarm operates with a key, and was still functioning. But I started thinking that was no way to begin a potential employer/employee relationship, leaving you to navigate a dark alley, so I went down to meet you. You know the rest.”
 
   He saw her breath catch, knew she was thinking what would have happened if he hadn’t intervened. Once again, she mastered herself quickly.
 
   “I’m glad your chivalrous streak chose that moment to assert itself.”
 
   If she but knew. 
 
   He smiled. “Me too.”
 
   She returned his smile, but hers looked distinctly strained. “I guess a job interview’s not in the cards this evening then. Can we reschedule when you come back from San Franciso?”
 
   Ah, yes. He’d thrown that artificial time constraint into the mix to pressure her into keeping their rendezvous. “San Francisco is no longer in my plans. I’ll be staying here.”
 
   “But I thought it was pressing?”
 
   “My priorities have changed.”
 
   A new gleam came into her eye. “Then maybe we can do the job interview after all.”
 
   His eyebrows shot up. She was one determined lady. “Now?”
 
   “Why not? I’m here. You’re here. You need a research assistant, and I need a job.”
 
   “At this juncture, I’ve got bigger problems on my hands than finding an assistant. And you, quite frankly, have bigger problems than finding a job.”
 
   She smiled again, this one more genuine if somewhat self-mocking. “Ah, but that’s where you’re wrong, Doctor Bowen. I need immediate employment and I intend to find it.”
 
   “But there’s no way—”
 
   “You think this’ll slow me down?” She nodded toward the IV assembly. “I’m stronger than I look. I’ll be back on my feet and will have landed a job by week’s end. You can bet on it.”
 
   “But Ms. Crawford—”
 
   “If this job’s off the table, just say so. I’ll find another.”
 
   “Ms. Crawford, you were bitten by a vampire tonight,” he said. “Has it not yet crossed your mind that you might have been infected?”
 
   From her sharply indrawn breath and the way her fingers dug into the blankets, he realized the notion had not occurred to her. And he was the worst kind of bastard for raising the specter, particularly when he knew it wasn’t even a remote possibility. The vampire had been feeding, pure and simple. He would not have imbibed so deeply and weakened her so thoroughly had he planned to turn her. And in any case, he’d have had to abandon the carotid artery in favor of the jugular vein, which he had not done. The blood that spurted from Ainsley’s neck was definitely the bright red of arterial blood, not the slower, bluish-tinged venous blood. Ergo, no infection could or would ensue.
 
   “Infected?” The word emerged on a faint breath.
 
   He forced down the self-revulsion that rose in his gorge. “Yes. As medicine will one day be obliged to accept, vampirism is an infectious disease, viral in nature, inducing an extraordinarily rapid genetic mutation in the afflicted. We’ll need to monitor you carefully for the foreseeable future, take frequent blood samples to screen for the virus and so forth.”
 
   “Omigod, I could be infected.”
 
   “There’s an equally good chance you’re not,” he said gently. “But we have to treat it as a possibility.”
 
   She threw back the covers and tried to swing her legs out of the bed. 
 
   He restrained her easily. “What are you doing?”
 
   “I need to get to the hospital.”
 
   “They can’t help you.”
 
   “I know a virologist. If I could just—”
 
   “Listen to me carefully, Ms. Crawford.” He waited until she subsided again on the pillow before continuing. “This is one disease state to which mainstream medicine is willfully blind. If you try to open their eyes to it, I can guarantee you that the local psychiatric ward will quickly become your new address of record.”
 
   “But—”
 
   “And if you’re actually infected … well, God help you. Your attempts to feed, to survive, will be greeted with restraints and higher and higher doses of antipsychotics and sedatives, until you die a slow, excruciating death from starvation approximately 26 days after onset. And this despite all the nutrients they will force you to ingest through a digestive system that can no longer sustain you.”
 
   She covered her mouth with her hand, but a moan escaped.
 
   He cursed himself, but didn’t let up. “Do you see what I’m saying, Ms. Crawford? They can’t help you. Worst-case scenario, they will literally kill you with their ignorance. Best-case scenario, you turn out not to have been infected and will eventually be released, albeit permanently stigmatized by your mental illness. Do you understand?”
 
   She didn’t nod or otherwise signal comprehension, but the spreading bleakness in her eyes was all the confirmation he needed.
 
   “They can’t help you,” he repeated. “But I can.”
 
   Hope flared in her eyes, taking a savage bite out of his conscience. 
 
   “This is my domain,” he continued softly, hypnotically. “It’s my sole area of inquiry and has been for my whole career. I assure you, if anyone can help you, it’s me.”
 
   “That’s the blood disorder you’re investigating!”
 
   Ah, so she’d checked his credentials. Smart girl. “Someone’s been doing their homework.”
 
   “I’d hardly make an evening appointment with you if I hadn’t already checked you out. Though much good it did me.” She narrowed those unusual violet eyes. “So, how much did you pay them to say you were legit?”
 
   “I assure you, Ms. Crawford, I am legit.” Granted, he was the majority shareholder of Bio-Sys Genomix, but it was as legitimate as the next bio-pharm company. “And just because conventional medicine isn’t ready to accept the research is no reason not to do it. I would remind you that when penicillin was first introduced, it languished for over a decade before it found acceptance.”
 
   “But vampirism? They actually advanced money to investigate it as a … what? A phenomenon? A disease state?”
 
   “It is a disease state. And I would say it’s a very fortunate thing for you that I persevered in this line of inquiry.”
 
    
 
   Ainsley blinked rapidly. Dammit, he was right. The hospital was not an option. Not unless she was prepared to forfeit what was left of her professional reputation, or her freedom, or oh God, her very life. Suddenly, she wanted to cry, badly. But no way was she going to do that in front of this man with the disturbing eyes that seemed to see deeper than they should. 
 
   The man who a few moments ago, in her dream, had lifted his head from between her thighs to lock that intense gaze with hers.
 
   She pushed the image away hastily. Good God, what was wrong with her? How could she be thinking about sex when she needed to be thinking about her very dire situation?
 
   She took a deep, calming breath, then released it. Then took another and another. Better.
 
   “Okay, you’re right,” she said. “The hospital is out. They’d lock me up in the psych ward and sedate the hell out of me. If I’m not infected, they’d eventually let me go when I stopped babbling about vampires and the mad scientists” — she shot him a pointed look — “who study them. On the other hand, if I am infected—”
 
   “If you are infected, the only way you’d get out of that hospital is in a pine box.”
 
   No! She couldn’t die. She wouldn’t die. She cleared her throat to ease the ache of unshed tears. “And what will you do, Dr. Bowen, if I start to turn? Will you sedate me, too? Will you confine me? Will you let me starve to death?”
 
   He leaned closer to the bed, fixing her with the full force and intensity of that burning gaze. “No harm will come to you so long as you are in my care. That’s a promise, Ms. Crawford.”
 
   He spoke the truth. The calm certainty he projected was no bedside routine to boost the patient’s morale. This was rock-solid confidence. She’d seen enough to know the difference. For the first time since she’d awakened to a radically changed world, her anxiety level dropped a notch.
 
   “I think I believe you.”
 
   “You should. On this score, you absolutely should.”
 
   She drew a deep, calming breath and exhaled slowly. “So, I guess this means I’m committing myself into your hands.”
 
   He nodded once, leaning back in his chair again. “A wise decision.”
 
   “I’m sorry about that stuff earlier.”
 
   “Don’t worry about it. You’ve had a lot to absorb.”
 
   The understatement wrung a choked laugh out of her. “Dr. Bowen, I left my apartment tonight for a simple job interview. Now I’m lying here in a hospital bed — in your house, no less — thinking about the possibility that I might turn into a ravening monster like the one that attacked me. So, yeah, I guess you could say it’s been a lot to absorb.”
 
   He inclined his head. “I can only reiterate that you are in the best possible hands.”
 
   “The irony is a little hard to ignore, though, isn’t it?” She lifted a hand to brush her hair back from her face and wondered belatedly how bad she looked. She wished she had that mirror back. “I mean, I was attacked by a vampire on my way to meet a man who apparently specializes in studying them?”
 
   Something flickered in his impassive face. “Ironic, yes. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I do have to go out briefly.”
 
   As disconcerting as it was to have him near, the prospect of his leaving was even more disturbing. Like it or not, she now relied on him, possibly for her life.
 
   “You’re going out?”
 
   “Only briefly. And you won’t be alone, I assure you. My friend Eli Grayson will be here. He’s an RN. In fact, he should be in any minute to check on you again.” 
 
   Omigod, he was going after the vampire who’d attacked her!
 
   It wasn’t a hunch, not some leap of intuition. She just looked into that intense, still face and knew it as clearly as though he’d just announced his intention. She knew it so bone deep, she didn’t even stop to question where her certainty sprang from. She was too busy fighting off a new wash of fear. 
 
   What if something happened to him? She shuddered as she remembered how easily the creature had overpowered her. Back in that alley, Delano had somehow driven off the vampire, but would he win a rematch? And if he didn’t, where would that leave her?
 
   “Send your friend.”
 
   A dark eyebrow arched. “Excuse me?”
 
   “Stay here with me and send your friend Eli What’s-His-Name to do whatever needs doing so urgently.”
 
   The dark eyebrows drew together in a frown. “Impossible. I must do it myself.”
 
   “What if that thing kills you?” she demanded. “What will happen to me then, huh? Can your Eli save me? Is he also an expert on vampirism?”
 
   She’d thought those eyes couldn’t burn with more intensity, but she was wrong. She felt her skin tingle under the brush of his gaze. 
 
   “What makes you think I go to confront the vampire?”
 
   “Please, Dr. Bowen. You couldn’t be more transparent. I could practically hear your thoughts.”
 
   He drew back, more startled than offended. 
 
   “No denial? Well, thank you for that, at least.”
 
   “Just at this moment, Ms. Crawford, you do not look like a woman to be patronized.”
 
   His tone was gently mocking, the first sign she’d seen that he might not be totally lacking in humor. She thrust that thought aside. “But you’re still going?”
 
   The sensual line of his mouth hardened. “I must. But I assure you, I will return. I’m somewhat of an expert at this, as well.”
 
   Vampire slayer? 
 
   Yes. She felt the truth of it as the words resonated in her mind.
 
   Healer and slayer both. The implications made her shiver. If her transformation were inevitable, if it could not be stopped, would he see it as his moral imperative to destroy her? Her pulse took a jagged leap. 
 
   “What exactly is the focus of your research, Dr. Bowen? Is it a cure you seek for this affliction, or a weapon to wield against the afflicted?”
 
   His eyes hardened. “If you’re quite finished accusing me of plotting genocide, I really have to be going.” He pushed his chair back and stood. “I’ll send Mr. Grayson in.”
 
    
 
   Eli Grayson turned out to look more like a linebacker than anyone’s idea of a nurse. Native American, probably early thirties, though it was hard to tell. He had the kind of face she suspected hadn’t changed much in the last decade. Average height, but with the kind of body that required a lot of gym time to build and maintain. He was also competent and gentler than his forbidding physique might suggest as he attended to her. 
 
   “Delano tells me you’re a nurse also,” he said, when he’d checked her IV assembly.
 
   Delano. The name sounded exotic, which probably had less to do with the slight drawl with which Eli delivered it than it did with the mind-picture it conjured. 
 
   She nodded. “Mainly in the OR in recent years.”
 
   He whistled. “I did a few years in OR myself.”
 
   “Here in St. Cloud?” She lifted her arm so he could get the blood pressure cuff on her. 
 
   “Abroad.” He paused a moment to complete her BP check, then took the stethoscope out of his ears. “US Army. Iraq, mostly. A little in Afghanistan.” He peeled the cuff off her arm.
 
   Wow. Well, that explained the linebacker body. But why would a man like that temp himself out? Or did he work for Delano Bowen in a more permanent, full-time, multi-faceted way? 
 
   “Trauma, huh?” she said.
 
   “By the busload.”
 
   “I’m sorry. That’s got to be hard to see. But the adrenaline’s addictive, isn’t it?”
 
   He grinned. “Very.”
 
   And now for the payoff question: “So,” she said casually, “how’d you get from there to here?”
 
   He glanced up from checking her catheter bag. His easy expression didn’t change, but she sensed a new edge in him. “I found a new war to fight.”
 
   She inhaled sharply. There could be no mistaking his meaning. “The vampires, you mean?”
 
   He produced an instant digital ear thermometer, applied it to her ear canal and nodded his satisfaction. “Normal.” 
 
   Ainsley refused to be distracted. “You didn’t answer me. Is the new enemy the vampires?”
 
   “They are a contagion that has to be contained.” 
 
   A contagion to be contained. She swallowed to ease her fear-dried mouth. If she were infected…
 
   Think about something else, Ainsley. 
 
   Her gaze locked on the nurse again. Given what she’d pieced together so far about Delano Bowen’s activities, she figured it was a safe bet he’d picked Eli Grayson with a view to more than just his nursing skills. 
 
   “What do you do for Dr. Bowen, Mr. Grayson?”
 
   The big man finished making an entry in a hand-held electronic gadget and dropped the PDA in the pocket of his lab coat. Then he met her gaze with a level one of his own, letting her see the soldier beneath the nurse persona. “Whatever he needs me to do.” 
 
   She suppressed a shiver. He meant what he said. And he intended her to know it. Her mind reeled. A soldier who’d left the service of his country to lay his fealty at Delano Bowen’s feet… Who was this Dr. Bowen to command such devotion?
 
   “And now, if you don’t mind, I’d like to draw just a wee bit of blood so we can check on a few things.”
 
   She stopped breathing, watching as he prepared to draw blood from the vein in her left arm. “You’d be able to detect it already?”
 
   He’d moved away from the bed for a moment, returning with a tray of blood collection tubes. “Detect what?” 
 
   “Whether or not I’ve been infected.”
 
   He looked up from the task or organizing the tubes by their color-coded stoppers, no doubt arranging them by order of draw. Which color was for the vampirism test? 
 
   “Infected?” he echoed, surprise clearly etched on his face. “You mean, with HIV or hepatitis?”
 
   “With the vampire virus.”
 
   “Ah, no.” He cleared his throat. “No, nothing like that at this stage. Just the standard stuff you’d look for after such a massive transfusion. You know, hemostatic abnormalities, citrate toxicity, acid-base changes, that kind of thing.” 
 
   Of course. Talk about getting ahead of herself. At this stage, they were just guarding against post-transfusion complications. “Sorry. Go right ahead.”
 
   Again, his touch was deft as he worked. 
 
   “That’s it for now,” he announced. “I’ll be back at frequent intervals to check on you, but if you need anything at any time, you can page me with this.” He drew a small device from his pocket and placed it on the bed table within easy reach. “Just push the button if you need me, and I’ll be here in under a minute.”
 
   “Eli?”
 
   He was halfway to the door with his cargo of blood-filled tubes, and turned. “Yes?”
 
   “The catheter…”
 
   He smiled ruefully. “Can’t take it out yet, I’m afraid. But very soon.”
 
   “That’s not the issue. I know you’ll need to monitor my output for a while. But I was just wondering … did you … I mean, who—”
 
   Fortunately, he deduced her question before she had to stutter the rest of it out. 
 
   He smiled. “Yeah, it was me. Dr. Bowen called ahead, so I was here and ready for you when you arrived. He did help me get those wet clothes off you and get you into that dry gown and wrapped in some heated blankets, but I did the rest. He may be the MD, but he knows we nurses are the experts at this stuff.”
 
   She smiled back, unaccountably relieved that it hadn’t been the intense doctor who’d touched her so intimately, if clinically.
 
   “Thank you.” 
 
   “No problem.”
 
   “Eli, can I ask you one more question?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “I know he went out after that vampire who attacked me. He said he’d come back safely, but I know how freakishly strong that creature was. What do you think? Will he come back?” 
 
   If she hadn’t been studying his expression carefully, she might have missed the brief flash of surprise in that flat, handsome face. 
 
   “You don’t miss much, do you, Ms. Crawford?”
 
   “Ainsley,” she corrected. “And I try not to.”
 
   “Well, here are two more tidbits you should know about Dr. Bowen. First, if he says he’ll do something, he’ll find a way to do it. And second, he can handle himself very well.”
 
   On that note, he exited the room with samples in hand, leaving Ainsley alone with her thoughts. 
 
   Her thoughts immediately turned bleak. 
 
   Lucy, I messed up. I messed up so bad. I’m sorry.
 
   Fortunately, exhaustion overtook her before she could berate herself anymore.
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 3
 
    
 
   DELANO’S PULSE pounded as he strode down the darkened street. Not from exertion, and certainly not from fear. His pulse pounded because he couldn’t get that picture of Ainsley Crawford out of his mind. 
 
   He’d watched her writhe in her sleep, knowing her dreams were sex-drenched. Watched for long minutes as she touched her breasts and arched her body, until decency finally reasserted itself. He’d been about to wake her when the monitor alarm had gone off, saving him the trouble. 
 
   And saving her some face, no doubt.
 
   Had he woken her himself, there’d have been no hiding his awareness of her arousal. In which case he would’ve had to explain her state was literally a chemical by-product of her vampire encounter. Powerful, inescapable, but fortunately temporary. Indeed, it was clearly fading as they’d spoken.
 
   Too bad he couldn’t quell his own reaction quite so easily.
 
   He shook the thought away and focused on the task. To his annoyance, he found he’d overshot his target. Cursing under his breath, he retraced his steps and turned down the correct boulevard. Two more turns and he stood before Edward Webber’s lair. Of course, he’d staked the place out three weeks ago, so finding it again tonight was no difficult feat.
 
   Delano found the place unlocked. Carelessness or arrogance? 
 
   Arrogance, he decided. Webber was a mere 50 years old, 21 of those years natural ones. He was a veritable infant among his kind. Short on guile and long on brutality, was our Eddie. 
 
   Eddie was also on death’s door. Delano found him prostrate on the Oriental rug in the living room.
 
   Closing himself to the smell of fear and impending death, Delano carefully set up his blood centrifuge on the marble-topped table near the spot where Webber had collapsed. Then he knelt beside the vampire to examine him. 
 
   Respiratory distress was patently obvious. The nasal flaring was a dead giveaway, but it was the way Webber’s chest, abdominal and neck muscles labored for each breath that spoke to the depth of his distress. Delano pressed two fingers to Webber’s carotid artery and was not surprised to find the pulse far, far too rapid. 
 
   It did not look good for young Edward. 
 
   Delano opened his medical bag, retrieved the materials he needed, and quickly drew blood for his tests. 
 
   “Bowen…?”
 
   “Ah, he wakes.” Finished, Delano removed the tourniquet and lifted his gaze to meet Webber’s. Eyes fevered and glassy. Another symptom for his mounting list. 
 
   “Have you … come … to finish me … off?”
 
   Yes, Webber was not long for this world. No wind at all to get his words out. “No.”
 
   “Good. Gotta say… feel like shit. Be a sitting duck.”
 
   “Small wonder you feel bad.”
 
   Delano stood and crossed to the table, where he slipped a tube of blood into the centrifuge and turned the machine on. Then he returned to Webber’s side.
 
   A tremor shivered through Webber’s frame. “What’s wrong with me?”
 
   Delano dragged a blanket from the unmade bed and draped it over the dying vampire. No, correction: dying man. “Give me a few minutes and I’ll tell you for sure.”
 
   “What do you think is wrong with me?” 
 
   Webber had to pause after every word or two. Bowen was tempted to tell him to save his breath, but there was little point. He wasn’t getting out of this room alive. 
 
   “What do I think? I think you ate something that didn’t agree with you.” 
 
   A harsh growl. “Fuck you, Bowen.”
 
   “Indeed.”
 
   The centrifuge stopped, and Bowen went over to retrieve the tube of blood.
 
   “What is it?” Webber called. “What … are you doing?”
 
   Delano lifted his eyes from the tube of blood he’d extracted. It was all he could do to contain the exultation that rose in his chest. None of it showed in his voice as he held up the tube. 
 
   “I just fractionated your blood, so we can get a clear look at your plasma, your white blood cells and your red blood cells. See that severely red-tinged layer on the top? That’s your plasma, the liquid portion of your blood.”
 
   “What about it?”
 
   “It’s supposed to be yellow.”
 
   “Jesus,” Webber croaked. “What are you … saying? Goddammit, Bowen … what have you … done to me?” 
 
   Delano bared his teeth in a smile. “It’s not what I’ve done, Edward. It’s what you’ve done.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “You picked the wrong woman to make a meal of.” 
 
   “Wrong woman?” 
 
   Webber lifted his head. He looked like he was having trouble focusing. He’d be dizzy, no doubt. Probably nauseous, too. 
 
   “Which one?”
 
   Delano sucked his breath in through his teeth. “You fed again? After I drove you away from the woman?”
 
   “Had to. Felt weak…”
 
   Dammit. This clouded the matter. “Did you kill that one, Webber? Hmmm? Did you drain her and leave her to die in some alley?”
 
   He shook his head. “Got away. Too weak to—” 
 
   A mighty spasm wracked the vampire’s body, dragging an agonized groan from deep in his chest. 
 
   Delano watched, crushing the emotions that rose in his own breast. This rogue didn’t deserve pity. He’d slain hundreds — no, thousands — of humans. He’d left a trail of corpses from Halifax to Miami, from Vancouver to Mexico City, and points in between, for nearly 30 years. He was an unrepentant predator, and he richly deserved his fate. 
 
   Delano’s mind slid away to another time, another place, another rogue to whom he’d given the benefit of a doubt. A creature who rewarded his act of compassion by going on to slaughter legions of defenseless men and women. 
 
   “What in God’s name … have you done?” 
 
   “God’s name?” Delano lifted an eyebrow. “Not a bad idea to invoke it now, if you’re ever going to, Edward Webber. Because you’re dying.”
 
   Webber bared his fangs in a threatening hiss that normally would have made Delano leap back, but this time he made no attempt to move out of range. The vampire, or what was left of him, was too weak to threaten a kitten. 
 
   “Fuck you, Bowen.” Webber’s chest rose and fell rapidly, abdominals pumping ceaselessly like a fish trying to breathe on dry land. “You’re crazy.”
 
   “I’m afraid you’re the one who’s fucked, as you so crudely put it. The first one you fed on — she was the bad choice. She carries the Merzetti blood.” 
 
   “No!” Another shuddering spasm, another sustained, guttural groan. “No,” he rasped, when he had breath enough to talk again. “That’s a goddamn fairy tale. Told by long-tooths like you to keep the rest of us in line. Won’t work.” 
 
   Slow as that message had come out, Webber had to pause a moment to recover his breath, signaling with an upraised finger that he wasn’t finished. 
 
   “They’re prey, Bowen,” he said when he could continue. “Prey! When you gonna get that through your head? Fucking food is all they are. And we’re at the top of the food chain.”
 
   “Not anymore, Edward. Not you, anyway.”
 
   “Shit.” Another shudder, this one weaker. “Merzetti Effect … it’s real?”
 
   Delano nodded. “As real as the genetic mutation reversal that’s going on inside you right now.” 
 
   “Reversal? Jesus Christ. I’m really … going back?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Sucks, but I don’t … see why it means … I’m dying.”
 
   “Trust me, Edward. You’re dying. Of acute hemolysis, to be specific. But thanks to your feeding again, I don’t know whether this attack on your red blood cells is being mounted by the Merzetti blood or whether it’s your second victim’s blood that’s killing you.” 
 
   “Merzetti bitch… Had to be.”
 
   “Not necessarily. The mutation reversal might already have begun when you infused yourself with your second victim’s blood. Maybe she just wasn’t your type.”
 
   “My type?”
 
   “Your blood type, Edward. You could be suffering from a simple but catastrophic ABO incompatibility.”
 
   “No!”
 
   “I’m afraid so. You’re having an acute transfusion reaction. The mutation reversal would leave you open to it.”
 
   “Jesus!”
 
   “For what it’s worth, the Merzetti woman’s blood was your type, or at least what your type used to be, pre-mutation. I hoped it would reverse the mutation, but I didn’t know what else it might do. Now, thanks to your muddying the waters with your second meal, I still don’t know.” 
 
   “You picked me! Motherfucker! You lured me … with her … as the bait.” 
 
   “Guilty as charged.”
 
   Webber made a weak lunge. Delano didn’t even bother to retreat. 
 
   “Kill you! Rip out your heart while it’s still beating … suck it dry.” The fight slowly went out of Webber as he realized the futility of his threat. “Must be something … you can do!” He clutched at Delano with clammy hands. “For God’s sake … Bowen … have mercy!”
 
   Mercy? Delano felt his face harden. He removed Webber’s hand from his arm. 
 
   “First, Edward, you’d do better to ask for God’s mercy. I have none to give you. And secondly, you’re too far gone for my help. You were too far gone before I drew that blood. Even if I wanted to, I can’t offer you the support you need here. I just don’t have the tools. And you’d never make it to hospital, even supposing they knew what to do with you when you got there.”
 
   Another tremor. “Then don’t leave me.”
 
   Delano arched an eyebrow. “To die alone, you mean? Like you left every one of your victims to do?”
 
   “Please … I’m sorry.”
 
   Black-hearted sonofabitch wasn’t sorry. He’d do it all over again if he had the chance. But he was dying and he was frightened and he was human, dammit. 
 
   Bowen sat on the nearby bed. “I’ll stay.”
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 4
 
    
 
   AINSLEY JERKED AWAKE. The room was dark but for a pool of yellow light cast by a small reading lamp in the corner, but she felt none of the usual waking-in-a-strange-room confusion. She knew instantly where she was. And she knew he was there. 
 
   “Dr. Bowen?”
 
   A soft laugh. “You have extremely keen night vision, Ms. Crawford.”
 
   She angled her head in the direction of his voice. There. A shadow, to the left of the door. “I don’t know about that. Pretty average, I’d say. But I could sense you in the room.”
 
   He stepped into the light, or at least his black-clad legs did. Rather long legs, she noticed. 
 
   “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to disturb you. I just wanted to check on you.”
 
   “I’m feeling much better. Stronger.”
 
   “So Eli told me.”
 
   Another step carried him further into the circle of light. Lean hips, the gleam of a belt buckle, the first two buttons on a black shirt, hands hanging loosely at his sides. 
 
   His hands… 
 
   A memory flickered in her brain, shrouded and diffused like sheet lightning pulsing behind a bank of clouds. Those hands … she’d felt them cradling her head, lifting her torso, felt his lips pressed hotly to her throat…
 
   God, what was wrong with her? Fantasizing about her rescuer again, for pity’s sake. It was that damned dream. It had been so vivid. 
 
   He took a seat beside her bed, leaning forward to rest his elbows on his knees. The light spilled over his face then. A sharp thrill — half fear, half fascination — shot through her. Oh, man!
 
   A few strands of wet hair fell forward from that widow’s peak she’d admired before, suggesting he was fresh from the shower. But his jaw was still darkened by the shadow of beard stubble. Had he had that earlier tonight? 
 
   Yes. She’d felt it when he’d carried her. Or at least, she thought she remembered it. And his eyes still burned with all the intensity she remembered. She found herself wishing he’d take off the glasses.
 
   A panther. That’s what he reminded her of. Powerful, glossy, breathtakingly vital. And extremely dangerous.
 
   She swallowed to moisten her mouth. “The vampire?”
 
   “He won’t trouble you again.”
 
   She couldn’t quite suppress a shiver. “He’s dead?”
 
   A slight pause, but no flicker of expression. “He’s dead.”
 
   She digested that, or rather, she tried to. 
 
   Her first reaction was profound relief. It flooded every available brain receptor like a blast of narcotics. Relief that the beast who’d come so close to taking her life had paid with his own life, damn him. Relief that the creature that might have infected her — goddamn him again! — would infect no one else.
 
   But her relief was followed immediately by horror. Horror at her own reactions. Horror at the actions of the dark Dr. Bowen. If he were right, if vampirism was a blood-borne pathogen, then her attacker was just a man. Granted, he’d treated her as though she were little more than a walking Tetra Pak, but he was nonetheless afflicted and in need of curative treatment.
 
   And what of her? What if she were to develop this mutation? Would Dr. Bowen dispense with her as easily as he had her assailant? Would his brow be just as unruffled afterward? God, she’d seen Botoxed newscasters with more expression in their foreheads than this man was displaying. And this after admitting to a kill. Or at least, not denying it. 
 
   A kill.
 
   She wet her lips. “I was thinking, if I’m feeling this good tomorrow, I’d like to go home.”
 
   His eyebrows shot up. Expression at last. 
 
   “Impossible.”
 
   Impossible? The single word caused a fist of tension to close around her stomach. Impossible because he didn’t judge her well enough, or impossible because he refused to let her go? 
 
   “What, am I a prisoner here or something?”
 
   “Of course not.”
 
   Another jolt of relief. “Then I want to go home.”
 
   “Have you forgotten you may be infected? I’ll have to monitor you. We’ll need frequent blood checks. No, you must stay here.”
 
   She propped herself up higher in the bed. “Of course I haven’t forgotten my exposure, Dr. Bowen. But I don’t see why I can’t go home. Send Mr. Grayson over as often as you like. Or send him over to stay with me. I just need to go home.”
 
   “Why?” He leaned closer as though he genuinely wanted to know the answer. “There’s no one waiting for you there. No husband, no children, no pets, no dependents. Why do you need to go home?”   
 
   Pain, raw and unexpected, sliced through her. Is that how he saw her, alone, lonely? 
 
   “Thank you for highlighting so succinctly what you consider the barren nature of my life. But it just so happens that I believe there’s more to life than marriage and children. Like career. Like making a difference in people’s lives.”
 
   “Ah, yes, your career.” He sat back in his chair, raking back the strand of hair that fell on his forehead. “I understood it was dealt a serious blow last month when you resigned from the hospital authority under a bit of a cloud. A charting episode?”
 
   Jesus, Mary and Joseph! Her heart lurched, then thundered. How did he know that? How the hell did he know it? Who had he been talking to? 
 
   She paled as another thought struck her. How did he know about her domestic living arrangements? How had he known she lived alone? 
 
   That eyebrow again, lifting eloquently. “What, no comment on the charting debacle?”
 
   Anger surged, choking coherent thought. “The circumstances of my leaving the hospital are nobody’s business but mine!”
 
   “You don’t think a prospective employer should be permitted to investigate a potential employee’s track record?”
 
   “Who did you talk to?” she demanded.
 
   “I hardly think that’s relevant.”
 
   “It sure as hell is relevant. They agreed to give me a clean, if not particularly enthusiastic, reference.” She found the hydraulic lever on the side of the bed and raised the head of it while she talked. “That was the deal, in exchange for my leaving. That’s all they wanted, to get rid of me. The allegations were bogus and they knew it, but they didn’t care.”
 
   “So you were framed?”
 
   “Yes, I was framed, dammit!” She paused a few seconds to bring herself under control. When she continued, her voice sounded more like her own. “Okay, I know that probably sounds pretty lame, but it’s true. They saw me as a whistleblower, not a team player. So when these allegations were raised, they jumped at the chance to get rid of me.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “This all happened because I reported an anesthetist’s gross criminal misconduct. But I had to! Those surgeons, or at least some of them, had to have known about his drug problem, yet no one would come forward. Sooner or later, someone would have come to harm, maybe even died, and—”
 
   “I know. You did what you had to. I wholeheartedly approve of your decision.”
 
   That brought her up short. “You know about all this?”
 
   “Of course. When I pay as much for information as I did in this case, it has to be comprehensive.”
 
   She blinked. “You paid for information on me?”
 
   “You should be pleased to know the personnel department is keeping up its end of the bargain. Your reference is clean enough, for anyone making a conventional inquiry.”
 
   “But that wasn’t good enough for you?”
 
   He shrugged. “As you can see, my research is a little sensitive. I need people whose discretion I can trust absolutely.”
 
   She snorted. “You found it reassuring to learn that I was a whistleblower? I would have thought that little detail would be a deterrent. What, for instance, makes you think I wouldn’t rat you out? Something tells me your research might not be in strict compliance with the Tri-Council’s ethical standards for research involving humans.”
 
   He smiled. It started slow, then spread until it suffused his whole face. And oh, Christmas, he was gorgeous when he did that. Which was the absolute last thing she should be thinking. This man had violated her privacy!
 
   “Okay, what’s so funny?”
 
   His smile faded much quicker than it had appeared. “You are a fearless little thing, aren’t you?” 
 
   Her neck prickled. “What do you mean?”
 
   “You’ve been sitting in that bed, thinking what an unprincipled rogue I am, what a disgrace to the healing arts. You’ve wondered about your own safety, about the wisdom of staying here under my care. Indeed, you’ve wondered whether I would let you leave. Even now, I can see you second-guessing whether the hospital might be a better bet, after all. And yet you dare to raise the specter of reporting me to Health Canada for regulatory breaches. You are, Ms. Crawford, quite a piece of work.”
 
   Dammit, she’d let her mouth run on again. When would she learn? Ignoring the heat that rose in her cheeks, she tilted her chin. 
 
   “If that sounded like a threat, I apologize. I hardly know enough about your research to even speculate about compliance issues. And I would certainly not reward you for saving my life by jeopardizing either your livelihood or your research. As I’m sure your investigation revealed, Dr. Bowen, I have trouble staying silent in certain situations. Which begs the question again, what made me look like a desirable employee for such a … delicate project?” 
 
   “Your financial situation.”
 
   Ainsley gasped. “You investigated my finances?”
 
   “I believe I mentioned I expect a thorough job when I commission an investigation.”
 
   Of course! That’s how he knew about her domestic situation. Did he know about Lucy and Devon? 
 
   She schooled her face into what she hoped was an expressionless mask. “So, what did that highly illegal investigation tell you, Dr. Bowen, to convince you that I was the candidate you wanted?” 
 
   “It told me that until you left your employment last month, you earned very good money. That you’d been working as many extra shifts as you could safely work without compromising your patients’ safety. That you live in a modest bachelor apartment and drive a vehicle that was bequeathed to you by an elderly patient, a vehicle that is sadly past its prime. You take very little vacation, and spend virtually nothing on yourself, and you have no drug habits to support. Yet you have a significant appetite for money. Money which barely has time to hit your bank account before it gets transferred offshore.”
 
   For the second time in the last ten minutes, her heart hammered against her ribcage like a wild thing. Which made it hard to keep her face impassive. “Again, you viewed this as a good thing?”
 
   Another smile, this one tight and controlled. “Quite definitely. You need immediate employment to keep the dollars flowing into that bank account. And despite your former employer’s agreement to stay mum on that little cloud over your head, your employment opportunities are limited unless you’re prepared to relocate, which takes time and money. Just as obviously, you need your employment to be lucrative, stable and predictable. All of which augured well, I thought, for a mutually beneficial relationship. Your need for cash, my need for discretion…”
 
   “And did your impeccable source tell you any more?”
 
   “About the money? No. Certainly I could have pursued it further. I’d have had to switch channels, but I assure you, the information could be had. Information is the one commodity that can always be purchased.”
 
   “So … what? You decided you’d already spent too much money on your little investigation?”
 
   “Hardly little. And money was not the issue, you may be sure.”
 
   “Then why not pursue it to the bitter end?” Her voice broke and she had to pause. Goddamn him. “Just think — my humiliation could have been complete.” She blinked rapidly to forestall the tears that burned the backs of her eyes and tickled her nose. “You could have fed my Big Secret back to me and watched me sweat even harder.”
 
   “Humiliate you?” 
 
   His face turned thunderous and he came to his feet. 
 
   Despite herself, she shrank back, just the merest of movements, but he detected it. And it seemed to infuriate him further.
 
   “Ms. Crawford,” he said through thinned lips, “as hard as this may be to comprehend, I couldn’t give a damn about what your so-called big secret is. You could be using your money to bankroll an insurgence in Haiti or to establish a training camp for white supremacists in Arkansas for all I care. The only thing that matters to me is that it exists.”
 
   “But you had me investigated.”
 
   “I did. And if you want to accuse me of exploiting your situation, I guess you could make a pretty good argument. But I will not wear the mantle of your torturer. If you believe that, I’ll have Eli drive you home tomorrow, or to the hospital, or wherever you wish to go, and you can take your chances on your own. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ve been up all night. I’d like to get a little sleep before we take this conversation up again.” 
 
   He turned on his heel and strode toward the door.
 
   “Wait!”
 
   He’d moved outside the circle of light cast by the lamp, but the room was already beginning to lighten with the approaching dawn. A new day on the way. A day she would live to see because of his intervention. He’d stopped just short of the door. Though he didn’t turn, he did angle his head as though to listen. 
 
   “I’m sorry. You saved my life. I know that. And I know I must sound ungrateful. It was just such a shock, hearing you talk so … knowledgeably about my employment situation and my finances. I just—”
 
   “Do you still want the job?”
 
   She’d sensed him angle his body toward her a little more, but she could tell by the way his voice bounced off the wall that he hadn’t completely turned around. 
 
   Did she want the job? Oh, man, crunch time. Could she take the leap of faith? Did she have any choice? She wet her lips. “What are your terms?”
 
   He turned fully around to face her and named a figure that surpassed her annual income last year by a good margin, even with the crazy extra shifts she’d logged. 
 
   What on earth was he expecting for that princely sum? 
 
   “I won’t have to do anything … illegal?”
 
   “Not even close.”
 
   His answer came without hesitation, but just like before when she’d intuited his plan to hunt down and destroy the vampire who’d attacked her, she detected the space between what he said and what he thought. What he actually thought was he’d take care of any shady stuff himself.
 
   That knowledge should have sent her running for the hills, but she found it oddly reassuring. He clearly didn’t know — or maybe he just didn’t care — how transparent his thoughts were to her. Certainly it would make a refreshing change from the minefield of politics, ego and subterfuge she’d had to navigate every day at the hospital.
 
   “You said there’d be a phlebotomy element?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “These subjects I’d be drawing blood from … would they be human or vampire?”
 
   A sigh. “I thought we’d agreed vampires are human.”
 
   Whoops. “Sorry.” She chewed the inside of her cheek a moment. “So they’re vampires, then? Infected, mutated, however you want to describe them.”
 
   “Yes, they’re vampires. But they pose no threat. They’re nothing like the rogue that attacked you. These people are civilized. They come voluntarily, and they have a vested interest in the continuation of my research.”
 
   “They want to be turned back, you mean?”
 
   The room had lightened sufficiently for her to see him shrug. “Some hope for that outcome. Others are quite happy with their lot, and just come for the free lunch.”
 
   Free lunch? She laughed, a short, startled sound. “You supply them with blood?”
 
   “Think of it like a Methadone clinic. If opiate addicts can get their regular dose of Methadone at a clinic, they stay off the streets and out of trouble. They lead productive lives instead of engaging in round-the-clock criminal activity to support their addictions. Vampires are no different. If these people can get human blood through a legal, or at least not out-and-out illegal source, then everyone wins.”
 
   She felt her forehead crease into a frown and immediately lifted her hand to smooth it. God, she had to stop doing that or her forehead would look like a roadmap. Or rather, more like a roadmap than it already did. 
 
   “Aren’t they worried about what you’ll use this research for?”
 
   “Oh, I make full disclosure. I’m working on a vaccine to protect the very high-risk populations — the homeless, the drug-addicted, the mentally ill who roam our streets. The prime targets for the predators like the one who attacked you. Still, I’ve had to work hard to gain their trust, particularly those who don’t embrace a so-called cure. They have to trust that the vaccine won’t be turned against them, or used to deprive these peaceable citizens of viable sustenance.”
 
   Her mind whirled and spun. In a world where pharmaceutical policy decisions were dictated by the bottom line, how could he hope to control the fruits of his labor? 
 
   “In all conscience, can you offer them that assurance?”
 
   “I have offered it, so let us hope I can deliver it.” He cleared his throat. “Now, shall we discuss the hours of work? As I suggested when we talked by telephone, we’re a dusk to dawn operation here. Now you understand why.”
 
   As she’d told him on the phone, day or night made no difference. She was quite accustomed to shift work. What she wanted to pursue was the sunlight thing. “It’s true, then? The mythology about vampires and daylight?”
 
   He laughed, a low, amused sound. “Yes and no.”
 
   She arched an eyebrow.
 
   “No, vampires don’t explode into columns of fire, nor are they instantly reduced to a pile of ash. But they do have a severe photosensitivity.”
 
   “Like a sun allergy?” 
 
   “Precisely. But more profound than anything you’ve ever seen in one of your ERs.”
 
   She called on her memory to dredge up what details she’d retained. Somehow the immune system started treating the sun-exposed skin as “foreign,” triggering an allergic reaction. She’d even seen a few cases in the emergency department over the years. 
 
   “How profound are we talking?”
 
   “Acute solar uticaria.”
 
   Hives… “How acute?”
 
   “Very. If it were a hand or a forearm that got exposed, and if the exposure were brief, it would probably be manageable. Anything more is deadly. Full-on anaphylactic reaction.”
 
   Her stomach clenched. What a way to go. Lips swelling, airway closing… She shook the mind-picture away. “Why don’t they just carry an EpiPen?”
 
   His face had gone flat, expressionless. “Usually the poor bastards are caught out in the open, without shelter. A single-dose injection of epinephrine isn’t going to save them in that instance, even supposing it operates the same on a vampire, given their genetic mutations. Which we don’t know for sure. Understandably, no one wants to volunteer for that particular trial.”
 
   She let her breath escape. “That really sucks.”
 
   “Yes, it does.” 
 
   “I’m not much of typist or a filing clerk.”
 
   He laughed. “That’s okay. I’m not very good with dogs.”
 
   She laughed, too. A dizzy, giddy, flirting-with-hysteria kind of laugh. Man, she must be tired. “You know what I mean. For the job. The clerical component. I’m a great charter, but I’ve never had much to do with that other stuff.”
 
   “Ah, of course. I think it’s safe to say you’ll be better than me. You certainly couldn’t be any slower.”
 
   “Okay, then.”
 
   “Okay you’ll take the job?”
 
   She ordered her twanging nerves to settle down. “Yes, I’d like the job.”
 
   “Excellent. I think we’ll deal very well together.” 
 
   Deal very well together? Sometimes he used the strangest turn of phrase. “When do I start?”
 
   “I think we’d better put you on the payroll immediately,” came his wry reply. “After all, you wouldn’t be lying there if you hadn’t come for the interview.”
 
   Immediately. Thank goodness. An infusion for her desperately dwindling bank balance. “It could be a day or two before I’m up to scratch,” she cautioned.
 
   “There’s no hurry,” he said. “You need to recuperate. And remember, we’ll have to do frequent blood work to monitor your situation. In fact, I’d like you to stay here for the immediate future so we can keep a close eye on things. Would that be agreeable?”
 
   A shiver went through her at the reminder of her exposure, which she’d almost managed to forget for a few minutes. And once again, he was right. It made sense to stay here while she needed close monitoring. 
 
   Whoa, Ainsley! Ten minutes ago, she’d been ready to fight her way out of here. What had changed?
 
   Well, number one, despite his slayer routine, he seemed genuinely devoted to helping the vampire community co-exist peaceably with the broader community. 
 
   God, had she just framed the thought vampire community? 
 
   She forced her thoughts back to why she felt better disposed to staying here. 
 
   Well, he’d actually asked this time, more of an invitation than a decree. She didn’t feel so much like a prisoner.
 
   Plus her future didn’t look quite as gloomy as she’d assumed. Worst case scenario, if she were infected and Delano … er, Dr. Bowen were unable to halt the progression, it didn’t mean she’d automatically turn into a ravening predator like her attacker. Clearly, there were kinder, gentler vampires.
 
   “Ms. Crawford?”
 
   “Ainsley,” she said. “If we’re going to work together, I guess you’d better call me Ainsley.”
 
   “And you can call me Delano.”
 
   “Delano.” She said his name experimentally, surprised at how easily it rolled off her tongue. “Okay, Delano, if I’m going to stay here, I’m going to need some things from my apartment. Can we make a trip over there tomorrow?”
 
   “I’ll have Eli do it. Just make a list of what you’d like to have and he’ll see to it.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “And now, I really must snatch some sleep. Vampire hours and all that.” With that, he left as quietly as he’d come. 
 
   Vampire hours. 
 
   Suddenly, the fundamental, frightening paradigm shifts she’d been forced to make in the last hours caught up with her. Finding the lever, she lowered the head of the bed so she could lie prone again, adjusted her pillow and closed her eyes. She’d think about it all tomorrow. 
 
   No, not tomorrow. Tonight. 
 
   Vampire hours…
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 5
 
    
 
   CRAZY. FOUR DAYS, and he was going quietly crazy.
 
   Currently, she was in a completely different room, and still she tortured him. She saturated his senses, aroused every lustful hunger he possessed. He hadn’t counted on that when he’d hatched this plan.
 
   That damnable scented soap she used. Oh, it was very subtle; most people probably wouldn’t even notice it. But it had wormed its way into his olfactory system, right into his permanent memory. His scientist’s brain had catalogued the component parts insofar as he could distinguish them: sandalwood, vanilla, soft musk and some spice or other — nutmeg? Saffron, maybe? God help him, he could tell how far or how near she was from her scent alone. For pity’s sake, he could all but hear the blood in her veins. Surge and whisper, surge and whisper…
 
   Four short days and the frustration was a living thing under his skin. Last night, for the first time in decades, he’d been tempted to take to the darkest, most desperate streets of St. Cloud’s underbelly in search of a rogue. As restless and raw and as he felt, it would have been hugely therapeutic to pull a rogue off a victim and dispatch him straight to hell. 
 
   Except that’s what he paid professional hunters to do. He couldn’t afford to indulge himself by engaging the rogues at that level. If a hunt went south, the research would die with him. Like it or not, his place was here in the lab. 
 
   Besides, he knew from experience the therapeutic effect would be short lived. Hunting was better left to those with a genuine appetite for it, like Aiden Afflack. Handsome, smiling, easy Aiden. The man could dispatch a rogue without ruffling his evening wear, then head out to seduce his newest conquest with an equally unruffled conscience. Or maybe RJ. One part laconic, one part cryptic and two parts pissed-off. The man had been on the payroll forty years, and Delano still didn’t know what “RJ” stood for. Those men were natural hunters.
 
   You could visit those dark streets in search of something else…
 
   For a moment, Delano actually let himself consider the idea. Maybe with a stranger, a prostitute… Perfunctory, impersonal, detached. Maybe it would be safe.
 
   No! Not safe. 
 
   He pushed the subversive voice back into his subconscious. 
 
   Not. Safe.
 
   He lifted his head, nostrils flaring. She approached!
 
   Quickly, he bent to press his eyes once again to the viewer of the electron microscope. Not that there was anything especially fascinating to see yet; after all, it had only been a few days. But he needed some time to collect himself.
 
   “Dr. Bowen?” 
 
   “A moment.” He made several superfluous adjustments, completely destroying the focus. When he’d taken a grip on himself again, he lifted his head, brushed his hair back from his face and replaced his eyeglasses. Glasses he wore not to correct his vision, but because it helped him fit the mold people expected. They civilized him, masking the intensity of his eyes. 
 
   “Sorry,” he said. “How went the clinic?”
 
   She slid a hand under her hair to lift it from her collar and gave it one of those very female flips, causing a resultant wave of fragrant warmth to billow toward him. 
 
   “Great,” she said. “Although it was kind of creepy, going back to your building after having been attacked outside it.”
 
   “Of course. I’m sorry. But you understand, I can’t have the clinic in my house. The traffic coming and going…”
 
   She grinned. “Of course. Your neighbors would have the police investigating you for suspicion of trafficking in something else entirely.”
 
   “I trust Eli’s presence helped allay your concerns?”
 
   Another flash of white teeth, which drew his attention to her lips. 
 
   “I’ll say! People literally cross the street to avoid us when he puts his game face on.”
 
   Focus, Bowen. He lifted his gaze back to her eyes. “The blood samples?”
 
   “All squared away. The paperwork, too.”
 
   Efficient. Of course, he’d known she would be. Pity he didn’t have more real work for her. At this rate, he’d have to drum something up just to keep her busy enough to make a full-time position plausible.
 
   “And what about your clients? They were all well-behaved? You didn’t feel threatened or frightened?”
 
   She smiled. “You know I didn’t. I heard you checking in with Eli. I figure that’s why he hovered over me the whole time.”
 
   He shrugged. “After what happened on your first visit, I wanted to make certain your first clinic was as anxiety-free as we could make it.”
 
   “Well, thank you. I appreciated it. I think I fully relaxed when I recognized the fifth donor.”
 
   “Someone you know?”
 
   “Yeah. Well, sort of. I don’t know know him, but I recognized him from the all-night video rental spot on Arcadia Boulevard.” She shook her head as though she still couldn’t get over the wonder of it. “That’s when it hit me. They’re everywhere, aren’t they? Doing all kinds of night work. Running gas pumps, re-stocking shelves…”
 
   “Yes, and DJ-ing at radio stations, hosting late-night call-in shows, driving taxi cabs. And there are still more working from their homes. Telecommuting has been the biggest lifestyle improvement for these people since the all-night diner.”
 
   “Wow. They’re everywhere.”
 
   “Not everywhere, but more commonplace than you might imagine.”
 
   “It was strange, though. Doing a venipuncture and thinking, this guy is probably thinking about what my blood would taste like. And then thinking, no, he’s probably thinking how I’m thinking that he’s thinking about what I’d taste like, and what a rube I am for thinking it.”
 
   He laughed, a short bark of hilarity that surprised him.
 
   “Ah, you were right the first time.”
 
   “Oh, my Lord!”
 
   “Just think of it the same way you would a regular male patient. It’s as instinctive to a vampire to speculate about sampling your blood as it is for a normal man to think about what it would be like to have sex with you.”
 
   She goggled at him. “Men really think about that when I’m sticking a large-gauge needle into their veins?”
 
   A red-blooded man would be thinking about sex with Ainsley Crawford even if she were preparing to slice into their flesh with a scalpel without benefit of anesthetic, but he thought better of sharing that thought. “I’m afraid so. Blame it on the power of the male drive to procreate.”
 
   “Procreation…” Her brows drew together. “Is that something vampires do?”
 
   He sobered quickly. “No.”
 
   “They don’t have sex?”
 
   Christ, how had this discussion gotten started? “They don’t produce offspring. They are physically incapable of conception, whether you’re talking vampire on vampire, or vampire on non-vampire.”
 
   Her frown deepened. “That is so sad.”
 
   “No,” he said. “No, actually it isn’t. A vampire infant doesn’t bear thinking about.”
 
   She pulled back. “Why not?”
 
   “For a vampire, the thirst is constant. The men and women you met tonight, it takes extraordinary discipline for them to live their lives the way they do. The call to feed, to take what they want from their relatively weaker, vulnerable human brothers and sisters … it’s unimaginably hard to resist. As is the idea of their own superiority. They are infinitely stronger, faster, more physically vital.”
 
   “Okay,” she conceded. “I see what you’re saying. We must look like dumb cattle. Or maybe sacrificial lambs, tied to the stake.”
 
   “To some, yes. But not to the ones you met tonight. The difference between them and the creature that attacked you is that they cling to their humanity. The hunger is no less powerful, but the discipline is there. A child vampire, however … well, let’s just say that in the world of vampires, it’s completely taboo to turn a child. An adult vampire needs to feed enough to maintain himself or herself. They need to take in enough blood to sustain them and to fight off the day’s aging. But a child … their needs are phenomenally heavy, given the burden of growth, and they lack the self-control to be integrated into the shared world. They are both innocent and deadly.”
 
   “Omigod, it’s true. Vampires don’t age!”
 
   God, there she went again with the Hollywood stereotypes. “They most definitely do age. They just do it in a profoundly slower manner than un-mutated humans.”
 
   “Like turtles, you mean? Negligible senescence?”
 
   He managed a tight smile. “Yes, like turtles. And rockfish and sturgeon and bivalves. Once they reach physical maturity, the aging process is all but halted. And just like those species, vampires typically succumb to accident or predation long before they would meet their natural end from old age.”
 
   Her eyes shone. “This is so exciting! Just think of it, Del, if you could bottle that…”
 
   Del? He was Del, now? He didn’t know whether to be honored or horrified. He’d been Lane once, briefly, an eternity ago, but never Del. He chose to ignore her use of the diminutive.
 
   “Believe me, there are R&D companies trying to extract that mutation as we speak. Unfortunately, they haven’t been able to separate that characteristic from the compulsion to gorge on human blood.”
 
   She goggled at him. “You mean every other bio-pharm company knows that vampires walk among us?”
 
   He laughed, a cold, cynical sound. “Ainsley, sweetheart, you don’t even want to know what they know and aren’t telling. You could keep Senate committees busy for years if they knew the whole of it.”
 
   “I can imagine.” 
 
   She chewed her lower lip a moment, and all he could think was let me do that. 
 
   “So, do they do it?”
 
   He shook his head, but the words didn’t realign to make any more sense. “Does who do what?”
 
   “Do vampires have sex? You’ve clarified they don’t procreate, which apparently is good because baby vamps are voracious, conscienceless blood leeches. But you didn’t say what they do about sex.”
 
   He cleared his throat. “They are more than capable of sex.”
 
   “With each other?”
 
   God, the woman’s curiosity was boundless. As was her temerity. “Very rarely.”
 
   She arched an eyebrow. “Why not?”
 
   “Mainly because it’s not very satisfying. Typically, vampires have no appetite for vampire blood.”
 
   This time her eyebrows soared. “And vampire sex involves the exchange of blood?”
 
   “Most definitely. But with human/vampire couplings, it’s one way, human to vampire. Otherwise, the vamps would have converted your ranks pretty swiftly.”
 
   She scoffed. “That’s presuming there are ranks of females just waiting to be bitten. ’Cuz speaking as a card-carrying member of the once-bitten, I can assure you the experience would not be high on the must-do list for most females.”
 
   “Ranks of females?” He shook his head. “There you go again with the generalities. For your information, some male vampires prefer male partners. And female vampires take their share of partners, too, thank you, from both the male and female ranks. Basic sexual orientation isn’t altered by this mutation.”
 
   “I didn’t mean to—”
 
   He held up a hand to forestall her. “All I’m saying is that if every time a vampire had sex with a non-vampire, they opted to turn said partner, then the food supply would have been exhausted long ago. The vampire ranks would swell until there were no un-mutated humans left to feed them. Presumably, that’s why vampires have evolved in such a fashion as to not be sexually attracted to other vampires.”
 
   She grinned. “Securing the food supply. Smart.”
 
   “And again, for your information, it’s not an unpleasant experience for a woman. Or a man, for that matter, or so I’m told. Quite the opposite. It’s quite an extraordinary experience. So extraordinary, in fact, that certain people engage in relations only with vampires.”
 
   Her jaw dropped. “Vampire groupies?”
 
   He couldn’t suppress a smile at her expression. “If you want to call them that, I suppose it’s fair enough, at least in your view of the world. But I assure you, they have a very different view of themselves.”
 
   “What would you call them?”
 
   “Me?” He pushed his hair back. “I don’t know. Holy women?”
 
   Her eyes widened, fascinating written in their violet depths. “Holy women?”
 
   “Or men. Let’s not be sexist here.”
 
   “Wow.” 
 
   “Think about it: why wouldn’t they be revered? They provide sustenance, comfort, pleasure, companionship, all at the same time.”
 
   “Why indeed? Shoot, I want me one of them.”
 
   That surprised a laugh out of him. “Sorry. You don’t qualify. Mutant variants only.”
 
   Her face got very still. Uh-oh. 
 
   “What?” he said.
 
   “I was just thinking about what you said … does that mean there are circumstances when it’s safe to be bitten? When there’s no risk of infection ensuing?”
 
   Stupid, Bowen. Real stupid. What now?
 
   He decided to stick with the truth, or at least enough of it that the lie could be in the omission. 
 
   “Absolutely.” He leaned back in his chair, the picture of relaxation. “The vampire controls the exchange. Obviously, in the sex situation, he — or she — wants to keep their partner not just alive and well, but uninfected. However, in your case—”
 
   “In my case, he was doing his damndest to drain the very last drop of my blood, so he probably wasn’t being too particular about whether or not he infected me.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” he said. And he was. A sorry sonofabitch, that is. “Don’t think about it. Besides, I told you no harm would come to you, and I meant it.” 
 
   She held his gaze, her violet eyes shadowed, and Delano felt another lash to his conscience.
 
   “You’re right. No point worrying about it. My blood work has been fine so far, right? No abnormalities?”
 
   He nodded. “Definitely normal, and no post-transfusion reaction.”
 
   “I still can’t believe you typed and crossmatched me so quickly. If I’d gone to the ER, they’d have started me on O-neg while they were waiting for the lab.”
 
   He gestured to the equipment around him. “As you can see, there’s not much I don’t have at my disposal, and no competition for the resources. Not to mention lots of blood.”
 
   “And speaking of blood, isn’t it time for me to roll up my sleeve again?”
 
   He checked his watch. Two o’clock in the morning. Precious as those vials were for his research, he hadn’t planned on drawing any more until at least four. 
 
   She rubbed the back of her neck. “I know it’s a little early, but I wouldn’t mind turning in for some rest, if we’re done here. I’m feeling a little wiped.”
 
   The last thing she needed was an iron deficiency, which wasn’t out of the question the way they’d been harvesting samples. By rights, he should postpone the next draw until she got up. But he had a solid four hours left in the lab tonight, if he had new samples to work with. And her hemoglobin was fine… “Sure, we can do that. I’ll just buzz Eli.”
 
   “Oh, don’t do that,” she protested. “He’s been on call pretty much around the clock since I came here, and he only just got to bed. Let the poor guy sleep.”
 
   “Very well.” He inclined his head. “We’ll take the next specimen tomorrow. I’ll ask Eli to wake you for it.”
 
   She laughed. “No, I didn’t mean postpone it. I meant you could do it. You did run the clinic by yourself before I came, right? Or you and Eli.”
 
   Good God! Draw her blood? 
 
   In a flash, he saw himself tying off the tourniquet, swabbing that warm patch of skin on the inside of her elbow, probing the delicate blue veins, introducing the needle…
 
   Bad idea. Very bad idea. He cleared his throat. 
 
   “Eli is paid very handsomely to do what I ask of him. He certainly won’t mind being roused for this. He’s as anxious as I am to find … to know that you’re going to be all right.”
 
    
 
   There! She wasn’t imagining it. Ainsley blew out an exasperated breath. For some reason, he was completely loath to touch her. She’d been here for days, under his direct care, and he’d yet to lay a finger on her. Well, apart from carrying her here that first night. 
 
   What exactly was his problem? 
 
   He sure as hell wasn’t a germaphobe — hell, he’d performed countless venipunctures on vampires. Creatures who were capable of visiting a blood-borne, gene-warping, physiology-altering pathogen on their victims, at will. 
 
   So if it wasn’t disease or germs he feared, it had to be her.
 
   “Why are you afraid of me?”
 
   He snorted. “Afraid of you? Ms. Crawford, believe me when I say there’s very little in this world that frightens me.”
 
   His words rang with the authority of a man who dealt with deadly forces every day, but dark patches of color now rode his cheekbones. 
 
   Interesting.
 
   She smiled. “I don’t doubt your ability to hold your own in this … underworld. But I was thinking … maybe it’s the fairer sex that scares you?”
 
   His forehead, which had been pleated in a fierce frown, relaxed, and he laughed. He actually laughed, dammit.
 
   “Ummm, how shall I put this? No. Women hold no terrors for me, Ms. Crawford. Not even women as smart, attractive and driven as you.”
 
   Her smile suddenly felt strained. Yes, she was smart. Yes, she was attractive, in a blond ambition kind of way. And damn right she was driven. But somehow when he put all those attributes together — all attributes she happily owned up to individually — the picture didn’t feel terribly flattering. 
 
   Ignoring the stiffness in her face, she let her smile broaden. “Then you won’t mind drawing this little bit of blood.” 
 
   A slight hesitation, long enough to make her rethink pushing the issue. What was she doing anyway, aggravating her new employer like this? The man had literally saved her life, then handed her a job that solved all her problems, and here she was baiting him. She really did need to learn when to keep her mouth shut. 
 
   He shrugged, as if it were of no import. “Certainly. If that’s what you want.” 
 
   Huh? What was he up to now, with the sudden acquiescence? Because despite the six-of-one, half-a-dozen-of-another attitude he currently projected, she’d lay strong odds he wasn’t nearly that blasé about it. She couldn’t have misread him that badly. She angled her chin in a challenge. 
 
   “Great. It makes infinitely more sense than waking Eli.”
 
   He nodded agreeably. “Then by all means, I’ll do it. I thought only to keep the employer/employee relationship as straightforward as possible. You may be my patient for now, but I hope you’ll be in my employ much longer than you will be in my care.”
 
   That rat! With his reasonable tone and his plausible explanation, he’d turned the tables on her. 
 
   Well, she refused to feel like she was being unreasonable. It did make more sense for him to do it than to rouse poor Eli, who seemed to be on call 24–7. 
 
   Plus, she knew his rationalizations were just that — rationalizations. She’d felt his reluctance like a palpable force between them.
 
   She lifted her eyebrows. “Oh, but we’re both professionals. I hardly think either one of us is going to get confused if you draw my blood this one time.”
 
   “You’re the boss,” he said, his voice loose, a little mocking. Casual, casual. “Just sit tight and I’ll get the kit.” 
 
   He left the room to retrieve the phlebotomy supplies.
 
   Ainsley wilted immediately. God, she was a fool to antagonize him. And he was antagonized. As smooth as he was trying to play it, he was pissed. No question about it.
 
   She didn’t have long to flay herself about it; he was back in under a minute. Plunking the kit down, he readied the materials and donned fresh sterile latex gloves.
 
   He looked up, his eyes cool, thoughts purposely shrouded. “Left arm?”
 
   “Seems to work best.” She extended her arm, having already rolled up her sleeve.
 
   He tied the rubber tourniquet off, then reached for an alcohol prep pad, which he tore open. Grasping her arm, he swabbed the inside of her elbow efficiently. Then, with every bit as much practiced ease as Eli displayed, he probed for the best vein, introduced the needle and quickly filled the requisite number of tubes, each with a different colored cap. Though she watched his face carefully, he didn’t betray by so much as a twitch any untoward emotion.
 
   Stranger and stranger. Had she been that far off base? Had she completely imagined his ambivalence?
 
   “There. All done.” 
 
   He applied a gauze pad to the site and withdrew the needle. Automatically, she took over, applying steady pressure to the site while he released the tourniquet. 
 
   Okay, Ainsley, you’re an idiot. A vain, self-centered jerk. You pose no more of a threat to this man’s composure than a gnat circling his head. 
 
   Then he stood so abruptly that his chair shot backward, careening into the wall where it left a small but definite dent in the drywall. 
 
   “You can run off to bed now. We’re done here.” With that, he left the room, samples in hand.
 
   Ainsley watched him thoughtfully, wondering when it would strike him that the samples had to come back to this lab.
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 6
 
    
 
   AINSLEY WOKE to a violent thunderstorm. 
 
   She lay there a moment, wondering if she’d imagined the ear-splitting crack of thunder that still echoed in her head. Then another boom sounded, shaking the house and rattling the windows. She jack-knifed up in bed, heart pounding. Holy Mother of God, that had to have been close! 
 
   She reached for the lamp at her bedside, turning the switch. Nothing. That’s when she noticed the clock radio that usually glowed at her bedside had been extinguished. Great. No power. The electrical storm must have knocked the electricity out.
 
   Or, oh shit, had lightning struck the house itself? It sure sounded close enough. Was the house already on fire?
 
   She swung her legs over the edge of the bed, grabbed her clothes and began to struggle into them. She was poking her bare feet into her athletic shoes when her door burst open. 
 
   “Ainsley? Thank God you’re all right.”
 
   The voice was Delano’s, but she couldn’t see him. 
 
   “Del? What’s happening? Has the house been hit?”
 
   “We have to leave. Now.”
 
   Another boom and a flash rocked the house and briefly revealed Delano, closer now than his voice had suggested just second ago.
 
   “Are you sure we should go out there in that? I mean, unless the house is on fire, wouldn’t we be safer in here?”
 
   “That’s mortar fire,” he clipped. “The house is under attack.”
 
   Under attack? “But who … why—?”
 
   “Just come.” He grabbed her arm and pulled her toward the door.
 
   “My purse!”
 
   “Quickly.”
 
   She dashed back to grab her bag from her bedside, then Delano was tugging her forward again. Within seconds, they were racing through the halls at a dead run. 
 
   “We’re going too fast. I can’t see anything!”
 
   “I can see. Just stay close.”
 
   “Where are we going?”
 
   “There are tunnels below. But save your breath. We have to get clear before they get close enough to get a lock on our infrared signatures.” 
 
   He was worried about their infrared-freaking-signatures? That had to mean they were dealing with attackers who had heat-seeking weapons…
 
   She stumbled, but he righted her before she could fall, then tugged her onward at a pace even faster than before. Which was way faster than she was capable of running. It was his speed and strength that impelled her. She forgot to worry about slamming into unseen objects and merely concentrated on keeping her feet churning beneath her fast enough to avoid stumbling again.
 
   They ran for what seemed like forever, but was probably a matter of minutes. Delano quickly learned to announce corners before they negotiated them. “In five seconds, we’ve got a left turn, 90 degrees. Left again in five. Right. Steps. Left. More steps. Five, four, three, two, one … ramp.”
 
   By the time they reached the ramp, her leaden legs could no longer respond fast enough to keep up. He’d merely slid an arm around her and lifted her clear of the ground, pelting down the ramp without losing a fraction of his speed.
 
   Before she could marvel at his endurance, he stopped and set her back on her feet. 
 
   “We’re here.”
 
   “Where is here?”
 
   As though in response to her question, a very dim light came on. She was standing in a cavern of some sort. And in the center of the cavern, resting like a great sleeping beast on the rock floor, sat the strangest looking aircraft she’d ever seen. A helicopter, she realized. Well, maybe a helicopter. It had rotors, anyway. That’s about where the resemblance ended.
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “That’s our ticket out of here.”
 
   Out of here? Reflexively, she glanced up, straining to see the roof of the cavern. Though she could not discern it through the inky darkness, she felt its looming, containing presence, heard it in the way their voices bounced off the walls. How was a helicopter going to get them out of this cave? 
 
   A man detached himself from the shadows, a pair of helmets in hand. “Fuelled up and ready to go, boss.”
 
   Eli! A pang of guilt pierced her. She’d forgotten all about him in the headlong rush to escape the bombardment above. 
 
   “Oh, thank goodness, Eli! You made it out.”
 
   “Yes, ma’am. Now put this helmet on. We’ve gotta strap in, pronto.”
 
   She accepted the helmet, but before she could put it on, the floor beneath her feet started to vibrate. Her gaze flew to Delano, who pointed upward. She glanced up to see the ceiling above them sliding open, exposing cold pinpoints of starlight in the pre-dawn sky. A retractable roof!
 
   She should have been relieved that an escape route had opened up, but all she felt was scared and confused. Who was Delano Bowen to command these resources? More importantly, who was he to attract a military-style attack on his house? “I don’t understand this. I don’t understand any of it.”
 
   “I’ll explain later. But trust me, we have to get out of here, and we have to do it quickly.”
 
   Her answer was to jam the helmet on.
 
   Minutes later, she finished strapping herself into the seat Delano indicated. He and Eli sat up front. Even before their seatbelts were fastened, they’d run through an ultra-rapid pre-flight check. Then Eli powered up the engines. Faster than she would have imagined possible, the beast lifted smoothly off the ground. 
 
   Ainsley squeezed her eyes shut. She would have characterized herself as a comfortable flyer, but one glance at the cavern walls closing in on them as the craft ascended convinced her that this was one takeoff she was better off not watching. 
 
   “It’s okay.” 
 
   At the soothing sound of Delano’s voice inside her helmet, she opened her eyes. 
 
   “Eli can fly this thing in his sleep, and it’s very maneuverable. Oh, and his helmet is equipped with night vision sensors. He can see like it’s high noon.”
 
   Good. That was all good. “What about the heat-seeking technology you mentioned?”
 
   “It won’t be a problem now that we’re inside the craft. It’s equipped with the latest in low-observable technology.”
 
   Dear Jesus, stealth technology? Wasn’t that restricted to military use? “This is a stealth helicopter? We’re invisible?”
 
   “Nothing is invisible, especially to the naked eye. But the craft is designed to minimize its radar signature and hide its heat signature. Once we’re away, we’ll be very hard to track.”
 
   “Yeah? Well, it’s the getting away part that has me concerned right now. They’ll be able to see us, won’t they? And hear us?”
 
   “Not to worry. I left them a little something to keep them preoccupied.”
 
   “Clear,” came Eli’s voice in her ear. 
 
   She glanced out the window to see the lights of the city on the horizon, a scant three miles away. They were indeed clear of the cavern. 
 
   “Time to give our visitors their present.”
 
   On cue, a spectacular explosion erupted perhaps a thousand yards away, tearing the west-facing, ivy-covered stone wall right out of Delano’s house. Flames leapt high into the air. In the orange illumination provided by the fire, debris drifted gracefully to the ground. 
 
   Ainsley gasped, recognizing the corner of the house that had just been destroyed. “Your lab! Del, they blew up your lab!”
 
   “No, they didn’t. I did.” 
 
   Just then, Eli nailed the accelerator, or whatever the equivalent of an accelerator was in a big-assed stealth helicopter, and they screamed off. In what seemed like a matter of seconds, they were racing along at what felt like an altitude of mere inches above the surface of the glittering river that bisected St. Cloud.
 
   He’d blown up his own lab? “Delano Bowen, you’ve got some explaining to do.”
 
   “More than you know. But I’m afraid it’s going to have to wait.”
 
   “No!” Her voice rose on a note of hysteria, which she clamped down on immediately. She hadn’t done all those years in as an OR nurse in a major trauma center for nothing. “You’re not putting this off,” she said, and this time her tone was calm, authoritative. “I want to know what’s going on here, and I want to know it now.”
 
   “I’d love to oblige, but I’m afraid it’s impossible just at the moment. See that on the eastern horizon?” He released his safety harness, removed his flight helmet and crawled out of the cockpit. 
 
   Her heart leapt into her throat, scattering her composure. Were they being pursued? Was he going to man some hidden high-tech defense system? She craned her neck to scan the eastern horizon for hostile aircraft, but the pre-dawn sky was empty. 
 
   “I don’t understand. What am I supposed to see?”
 
   “The sun,” he said dryly. “It’s about to rise. Which means I need to seek shelter.”
 
   She felt her heart thudding in her chest, hard enough that she could count each and every painful contraction. Time seemed to bow and wobble, and the very air between her and the rest of the world turned liquid, heavy, oppressive. 
 
   Omigod, omigod, omigod, omigod, omigod.
 
   She sucked in a shallow breath. Then another, deeper one. On the exhalation: “You’re a vampire.”
 
   “I’m afraid so. Though I had hoped to break the news in more favorable circumstances. “ 
 
   “Did you? Did you really?” It was a struggle to keep her tone of voice out of the fishwife register. “Or did you plan to keep me in the dark indefinitely?” 
 
   His brows came together. “Look, I’d really like to have this out with you, but in five minutes, I’m either going to be dead to the world or just plain dead. I strongly prefer the former. So if you’ll excuse me…”
 
   With that, he brushed past her to flip open the top to what she’d taken for some kind of cargo storage box. Then he climbed inside its satin-lined cavity and sketched her a casual, self-mocking salute. “Until tonight.” 
 
   Then he lay down and pulled the lid shut. 
 
   The lid! 
 
   To. His. Fucking. Coffin! 
 
    
 
   Montreal at night. One of his favorite spots on earth. Delano gazed out over the sea of lights spread virtually at his feet, and waited. And waited still longer. But for once, the pulse of the city failed to steal into him to quicken his own heartbeat. 
 
   Instead, he felt … nothing.
 
   Dammit. It was a sorry vampire whose blood was not stirred by the prospect of all that vibrant life down there on the streets.
 
   Of course, it was a sorrier vampire still who had to be carted into his penthouse, in full daylight, delivered up like an inanimate piece of furniture. 
 
   Or a numb, cold piece of statuary. 
 
   His brows drew together in a frown. What was this odd feeling dragging at him? What was this strange mood? He looked inward and saw the answer.
 
   Melancholy.
 
   His gut clenched. Sweet Jesus. Bring on the mortar shells. Let a hundred enemies rain fire from the sky. But please, God, keep the monkey of depression off his back. Stronger men than he had stepped outside at dawn to witness their last sunrise, impelled by an unrelenting weariness too profound to resist. 
 
   The woman. Ainsley Crawford. That’s what brought it on.
 
   These past few days, she’d looked on him as though he were an ordinary, if not entirely trustworthy, man. Until that moment in the helicopter. He’d seen the shock, the shift in her eyes when he’d had to seek shelter from the sun. 
 
   What he would give to have her look at him again the way she had before…
 
   Delano heard the door open behind him but did not turn. That would be Eli, bearing sustenance and a status report.
 
   Eli came to stand beside him at the window. “Ah, Montréal,” he said, pronouncing it the French way. “Good to be back, isn’t it?”
 
   Delano sighed and turned his back on the nighttime tableau. “I must be getting old, Eli. The blood doesn’t pump like it used to.”
 
   Eli looked singularly unconvinced, but said, “It’s been a rough twenty-four hours, I’ll grant you that much.”
 
   Delano raked his hair, still wet from the shower, back from his forehead. “It was our Czech friend, of course.”
 
   “Yeah, it was Janecek, all right.” Eli moved away to place the unit of blood he carried in the blood warmer. “Our sources in Prague confirm he was Stateside as of last week, and he was spotted in New York two days ago. And just in case we might have had any lingering doubts, the blast you left for them took out one of his key lieutenants, a merc by the name of Liam Hanlon.”
 
   Delano whistled. “Hanlon? Are we sure about that?”
 
   “Absolutely.”
 
   Janecek would be extremely pissed. As would Hanlon, if he were still around to reflect on his fate. Word had it Hanlon had made a deal with Janecek. When he’d served long enough and faithfully enough, he would be rewarded with his master’s eternal kiss. If nothing else positive came out of last night’s firefight, the world was far better off without a merc-turned-vamp rampaging around it. 
 
   “The body?”
 
   “Our people let their people retrieve it.”
 
   “What about police?”
 
   “Nothing to worry about there. The scene was sufficiently sanitized before their arrival. The HAZMAT team that went in was 100% ours.” 
 
   Always good when the contingency plans one laid so carefully actually fell into place. “The media? How did they characterize it?”
 
   “Natural gas explosion. No injuries, since you were out of town and your staff had the week off.”
 
   More good news. “Repairs to the lab?”
 
   “Already underway.”
 
   He nodded his satisfaction. “Sounds like everything is under control.”
 
   Eli coughed, to disguise either a laugh or a snort. “Under control. Absolutely. Except for that little detail that the Butcher of Bohemia is apparently out for your head.” 
 
   “Indeed.”
 
   Eli shot Delano a hard look. “You know, I can do my job better when I have the full picture.”
 
   “Point taken. When I have the full picture, I’ll fill you in.”
 
   Eli blew out an exasperated breath. “Okay, I appreciate it’s a little early for definitive conclusions, but if you had to speculate, what would you say? What’s this about?”
 
   “If it were just me he wanted, he could have ambushed me any number of times over this past week, but he chose to strike my home, my lab. So I would say I have something Radak Janecek wants. Or perhaps something he wants to see destroyed.”
 
   “The fruits of your research?”
 
   “Definitely. Also the woman.”
 
   Eli’s lifted his left eyebrow, which for him was tantamount to gaping. “The Crawford woman?”
 
   The Merzetti woman, he thought, but instead he nodded. “Ainsley Crawford, yes.” 
 
   “But why?”
 
   Delano inhaled, released his breath slowly. It was past time to tell Eli. He was right about that; he couldn’t do his job unless he knew the situation. “Because she’s the key. She can bring it all down, the whole vampire kingdom. And somehow, Radak must have figured that out.”
 
   This time Eli’s face showed no reaction. “Bring the Kingdom down? How?”
 
   Delano waved his hand dismissively. “It doesn’t matter how. What matters is keeping her safe. She is now my number one priority, Eli. The research must continue, but above all, her life must be preserved.”
 
    Eli held his gaze for a few beats. “Does she know?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “When will you tell her?”
 
   He ran a hand over the back of his neck. “With any luck I won’t have to.”
 
   The soaring eyebrow again. Twice in a single night. A record. 
 
   “Delano, I don’t like this—”
 
   “In the long run, it would be better for her if she doesn’t know.” 
 
   That was the understatement of the century. And if she did know, she could very well withhold her consent. He’d seen the look on her face when she realized her attacker was dead. Relief so profound she couldn’t hide it, but mixed with an equally strong measure of guilt and remorse. If she felt that conflicted thinking that he had killed Edward Webber to avenge the attack, imagine the turmoil she’d feel to know that, strictly speaking, it was her blood that caused his demise. Even though her role in his death had not been an active or deliberate one, even though the responsibility still lay squarely on Delano’s shoulders, he knew she would suffer for it. And if he went on to use her blood to bring down other rogues, which indeed he planned to do, she could multiply that guilt a hundredfold. 
 
   Once upon a time, taking the decision out of her hands would have been beyond him. As a physician — hell, as a morally upright human being — he could not have crossed that line. But he was infinitely older now, and his once black-and-white world had long since dissolved into gradations of gray, a world where he frequently had to choose between the lesser of evils. 
 
   “What about her safety? Doesn’t she have the right to know?”
 
   “She’ll remain under my protection until all threat is removed. And if I’m not satisfied she’ll be safe in her ignorance, I will certainly tell her the truth. But mark my words, Eli, it would pain her greatly to know. I seek only to spare her the burden. You know the work must go on.”
 
   Eli held his gaze for a long moment, measuring the veracity of his words. “Okay,” he said at last.
 
   Delano inclined his head in acknowledgement. 
 
   “But I still don’t like it.”
 
   Delano narrowed his eyes. “Nevertheless, it’s my decision.”
 
   This time, Eli inclined his head in acceptance. “You should eat.”
 
   Eat. Delano’s lips twisted. Despite being a medical professional, Eli clung stubbornly to language that characterized Delano’s nightly infusion as some manner of meal. And Eli well knew he never ingested anything, beyond the occasional sip of whiskey he took just to feel the alcohol sear his throat, or maybe a sip of ice water to feel the cold. 
 
   For better or worse, caffeine could not jolt him. No amount of alcohol consumption could produce the warm, welcome, barely-remembered buzz of inebriation. No matter how many cigarettes he smoked, they couldn’t create, and then fill, receptors in his brain to give him an instantaneous nicotine rush. The only, the sole intoxication available to him whispered in the veins of humans. 
 
   And that was an intoxication no vampire could indulge freely, lest he become ruled by it. That was how creatures like Edward Webber were born. Far better to imbibe disembodied blood from a bag. Granted, it was like eating a K-ration when a sumptuous, aromatic buffet beckoned, but it was the only path he dared walk.
 
   Eli handed him the unit of blood. “You’d best eat. Ms. Crawford knows you’re awake and is probably preparing to knock down that door this very moment. I won’t be able to hold her off much longer.”
 
   Delano’s fingers closed around the bag of blood. Warm. Thirty-seven degrees Celsius. Body-temperature. “She waits outside?”
 
   “I expect so.”
 
   “Then send her in.”
 
   “But—”
 
   “Send her in.”
 
   Eli sighed. “You don’t have to do this, Delano.”
 
   Ah, but he really did. “She’s a nurse, Eli. I don’t think she’ll develop a case of the vapors. You didn’t.”
 
   “I’ve also killed men in hand-to-hand combat.”
 
   “Show her in, Eli.” 
 
   Without another word, Eli turned to do his bidding.
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 7
 
    
 
   AINSLEY’S MOMENTUM as she entered the study carried her right past Delano. Belatedly, she caught a glimpse of him in her peripheral vision, standing still as a statue just to the left of the door. 
 
   “Over here,” he drawled. “You seem to have overshot me.”
 
   She rounded on him, a flush warming her neck. The rat. No doubt he’d positioned himself there strategically so she would blow right past him. Well, she refused to feel like she was overreacting. 
 
   “Dammit, Delano, why didn’t you tell me?”
 
   “Because I thought you’d had quite enough rude shocks to cope with.”
 
   She made no attempt to stifle a snort of disbelief. “Really? So it was my welfare you were concerned about?”
 
   “Absolutely.”
 
   “And the fact that I might have declined the job had I known the boss was a blood-sucking vampire didn’t enter into your decision-making process?”
 
   His face hardened. “I shouldn’t have to explain to you, of all people, that there’s no sucking involved. And to answer your question, yes, that did enter into the equation. But frankly, I don’t think it would have been a deal-breaker, had I told you. You still have that crippling need to feed your bank account, and a decidedly lackluster reference from your employer.”
 
   “But I deserved to know!”
 
   “Know?” His face hardened still further, making him look even more remote. “You want to know, Ainsley? Then you shall know.” 
 
   Suddenly, he was beside her. Just like that. One second he was standing twelve feet away, his features perfectly distinguishable. Then, the very next instant, he was there, right there, mere inches away, too close for her to adjust the focus. All she’d seen was a blur of motion. 
 
   “Jesus!” Her hand leapt automatically to the pulse hammering in her throat.
 
   “Not even close.”
 
   He drew his lips back in a caricature of a smile, and before her eyes, the two upper cuspids telescoped into pointed fangs more fearsome and lethal looking than those of her attacker. Reflexively, she jerked back, but his hand shot out to grasp her wrist. 
 
   “Don’t go all weak-kneed on me now, Ainsley. You want to know? Then watch and learn.”
 
   Then he raised what she realized was a unit of blood and sank his teeth into it. Holding her gaze, he squeezed the plastic bag, creating the pressure required to push the blood into his venous system. 
 
   She watched, half revolted, half fascinated. 
 
   It took thirty seconds. Maybe a little longer. When the bag was all but empty, he wrenched it from his mouth. Her eyes dropped to his teeth, to the elongated canines that gleamed red with blood. Then, drawn by motion, her gaze dropped to his chest. Beneath the black cashmere sweater he wore, his chest heaved as though he’d just run a marathon. 
 
   Or as though he was sexually aroused.
 
   Her gaze jerked back to his face, and she sucked in an audible breath. 
 
   Jesus, Mary and Joseph. 
 
   Pure need had chiseled his features into brutally hard planes and angles. It blazed from his dark eyes and escaped in gusts from his still parted lips. 
 
   And deep in her belly, a dark, matching excitement unfurled. 
 
   Oh, God. 
 
   He’d said it was pleasurable for a woman. Intensely so. She’d doubted it then; nothing about her own experience had been anything but horrifying. Of course, that had been an assault, an act of violence, the equivalent of a rape. This would be different. Her blood thrummed with the certain, inborn knowledge that Delano Bowen could bring her pleasure beyond imagination. 
 
   Her skin tingled. His breath on her flesh was a caress. Beneath the man’s shirt that Eli had procured for her, she felt her nipples tighten and her stomach muscles contract. Oh, God, yes.
 
   She let her eyelids drift down, let her head fall back, tilting it to the right to expose her neck. Trembling with the force of a raw and unfamiliar need, she waited for the searing kiss of his teeth.
 
   His grip on her wrist tightened to the point of pain. She gasped. Her eyes flew open, but he’d already released her. Once again, he stood on the other side of his study, this time with his back to her, shoulders tight and tense.
 
   “Delano?”
 
   “That was nothing personal.”
 
   She blinked, watched him dispose of the spent blood bag in a bio-hazard waste disposal unit mounted on the wall. Calmly, he took a paper towel from a dispenser, wiped his mouth, then disposed of it, too. 
 
   “Excuse me?”
 
   He turned to face her, his face once again composed and controlled, though his voice was slightly thicker than normal. “It’s just the bloodlust. It’s awakened when we feed.”
 
   She blanched. This happened to all vampires when they fed? “You mean all those males who came to the clinic…?”
 
   “I’m afraid so.” An apologetic smile curved his lips. “And perhaps more than a few of the females. Which is why we offer them a private, safe environment for their infusions. It takes a few moments to regain complete control afterward.”
 
   Great. Her face burned. He’d had what amounted to a basic physiological reaction that would have happened with or without her presence, and she’d practically leapt on him. She closed her eyes again, this time in utter humiliation.
 
   “Lighten up on yourself, Nurse Crawford. You may not have known about vampires and the delights of blood-sharing, but your primitive brain does.”
 
   She blinked. “My primitive brain?”
 
   “The primitive arousal center of your brain, yes. It knows, Ainsley.” His voice was like velvet brushing against her skin. “It’s as deeply embedded in your instincts as the fear of serpents or saber-toothed tigers or lightning. Don’t punish yourself for what it remembers.”
 
   No. Un-uh. She wouldn’t have reacted the same way had this happened with any of the clients she’d processed in his clinic. Not even the one who bore a strong resemblance to Alan Rickman, right down to the voice, and she adored the hell out of Alan Rickman. Truly, madly, deeply adored him. But she was happy to take the out he offered.
 
   “Well, that’s a relief. I was beginning to think—” Omigod! Her words trailed off as another thought occurred to her. That’s why he hadn’t wanted to draw her blood that time. But she’d pushed and pushed until he relented. That’s why he’d practically fled afterward. What might have happened if she had but looked into his eyes?
 
   “Ainsley?”
 
   She blinked. “I’m sorry, what?”
 
   “You didn’t finish your thought.”
 
   “That’s because I had another one.” Feeling off balance and not liking it one little bit, she went on the offensive. “Is there anything else I should know at this juncture?”
 
   His expression did not change perceptibly, but somehow he was closing up on her. Damn him! He had no right— 
 
   “Ask me whatever you would.”
 
   Huh? “Really?”
 
   He extended his hands, palm up. “Really.”
 
   I’m an open book, the gesture said. But gestures could lie, or speak partial truths. Time to see how much he would tell her.
 
   “Who attacked your house?”
 
   His left eyebrow shot up. “I thought Eli told you that much.”
 
   “He did. Now I want you to tell me.”
 
   “Very well.” He pushed a strand of long hair back from his forehead. “The assault was launched by a vampire, a rogue by the name of Radak Janecek. He knows the nature of my work — the search for a vaccine to inoculate the vulnerable. Clearly he fears I am getting too close, and chose to make a preemptive strike. Fortunately, he destroyed nothing that can’t be reproduced.”
 
   “So you plan to resume your research?”
 
   “As soon as possible.”
 
   “When your house is repaired?”
 
   “No.” He shook his head. “That will take months. I’ll set up a clinic here immediately.”
 
   Her jaw dropped. “Here? In Montreal?”
 
   “Yes, here.”
 
   “But it can’t be as easy as that. Surely you can’t just literally drop from the sky in your helicopter and open a clinic? What about the local health authority? What about the Quebec government? What about Health Canada?”
 
   He smiled. Not the polite, automatic social smile, not the apologetic one, not the rueful one. A real honest-to-God amused smile. It was, she thought, just the second real smile she’d seen from him. It flashed suddenly and was gone, further proof of its sincerity. 
 
   “I’m afraid this particular clinic is going to be an unsanctioned one. It would take far too long to get approval from the proper channels. But you may be certain the clientele won’t betray us.”
 
   “Us?” She took a half-step backward. “You expect me to go back to work, then?”
 
   “Ah, you have concerns about your safety.”
 
   Ainsley lifted her chin. “After the last twenty-four hours, I’d have to be a fool not to have concerns about my safety. And I assure you, Dr. Bowen, I am no fool.”
 
   “Indeed not, Ms. Crawford. Nor am I a fool. We shall have security worthy of a king. The clinic itself will be underground, and therefore there will be no official paper trail to lead my friend Janecek to it. That will buy us some time.”
 
   “Underground, like the cavern in St. Cloud? Or underground, as in illicit?”
 
   He shot her a reproving look. “The latter, although I prefer to think of it as unsanctioned rather than illicit.”
 
   She nodded. “Is that it? You’re going to rely on hiding it?”
 
   “That’s part of the picture, but hardly all of it. We will move it around, alternating locations. And before you ask, no vampire who would patronize our clinic would breathe a word to a rogue. He will not find us quickly, and when he does, we will be prepared.”
 
   “When he does? Not if he does?”
 
   “As passionate as I am about creating this vaccine, that’s how determined he is to prevent it. He won’t stop until he destroys the research.”
 
   Ainsley felt a cold frisson of fear skitter along her spine. “And you.” 
 
   “What about me?”
 
   She shot him a reproving look. “You know what I mean. He can’t rest until he’s eliminated you, too. He knows the research won’t die until you die.”
 
   “I was rather planning on not letting that happen, but yes, that sums up his intentions quite fairly, I should think.”
 
   “But all he needs to do is find out where you’re staying, right? He can launch another military-type attack and take the top floor of this high-rise right out. Probably the entire building, if he wanted.” In her mind, she saw a replay of the Twin Towers collapsing.
 
   “No.” Delano shook his head decisively. “He won’t use the same approach again. Even if he were inclined to, by the time he finds us, he’ll know we’ll have sophisticated anti-aircraft capability in place.”
 
   “Anti-aircraft capability?”
 
   Those heavy eyebrows drew together again in a fierce frown. “He won’t catch us napping again.”
 
   Oh, man, was he for real? Probably. After all, he owned a freaking stealth helicopter. And she hadn’t even known such a thing existed. She crossed her arms beneath her breasts. “Sitting on an oil well, are we?”
 
   “An oil well?” His eyebrows drew together. 
 
   “It’s an expression, Del. An idiom. I was alluding to your seemingly bottomless pockets.”
 
   “Ah.” His frown cleared. 
 
   “So, is there no limit to your resources?”
 
   His eyes glinted with humor again. “There’s a limit to everything, Ainsley, but I’m happy to say not even I shall live long enough to exhaust my resources.”
 
   “Shut up!”
 
   He laughed. “Ah, another idiom. I know that one.”
 
   “No, I mean shut the hell up! That’s appalling. You’re saying you have more money than you can spend in a century? Centuries? Omigod, that’s obscene.”
 
   Again, he laughed. “When one has a surfeit of time and a sufficiently long look at human behavioral trends, you’d be amazed what the markets will yield. Oh, and yes, I am sitting on an oil well. Or twenty.” 
 
   It was her turn to laugh. Dammit, she was supposed to be grilling him, but she couldn’t help herself. “Why does that not surprise me?”
 
   His smile faded. “Not much throws you off stride, I’ve noticed. You’re very … resilient.”
 
   She sobered too. “Resilient, yes. Bulletproof, no. I don’t like this, Delano.” She held up a hand when it looked like he might interrupt. “I don’t have nine lives like you appear to have. Maybe I should go back to St. Cloud, look for more conventional work. Or maybe I could pack up my stuff and go west. Pay scale’s much better in Alberta or British Columbia. Or maybe south of the border, although that would take paperwork…
 
   “That sounds like a very reasonable plan.”
 
   His easy acquiescence was like a blade, slicing into her with no forewarning. He was going to send her on her way just like that, with no protest?
 
   “But not quite yet, I’m afraid,” he continued. “There’s still the matter of your possible infection. Beginning a new job for a new employer in a new city is not where you want to start getting all toothy around a bloody trauma case.”
 
   “Oh, right. That.” She glanced away. “Surely it won’t be much longer.”
 
   “A few weeks, I should think. If you’re not evidencing antibody activity by then, I think we can declare you unscathed from your adventure.”
 
   “Unscathed?” She snorted. “My life has been threatened twice, once by bite and once by bomb. I was whisked away in the night and left to deal with the knowledge that my boss is playing for the skins team when I thought he was playing for the shirts, and now—” Her voice broke. Mortified, she turned away.
 
    
 
   Damn, damn and damn again. She was going to cry. No, she was already crying. He detected the betraying salt smell of her tears.
 
   “I’m sorry, I’m suddenly not feeling all that resilient.” 
 
   He suppressed a groan. Every chivalrous instinct he owned urged him to take her in his arms, offer her the physical comfort she so clearly needed. Except there were other instincts to be considered. Like the call of her blood to his, the all-but-audible surge of it in her veins…
 
   Damn, maybe he should call Eli.
 
   Her head snapped up. “Don’t even suggest it!”
 
   What the hell? “Pardon me?”
 
   “Don’t you dare offer Eli for me to use as some kind of security blanket.” She dashed tears away with the back of her hand. 
 
   By all the saints, she’d done it again! Deduced his thoughts as though she’d plucked them straight from his head. Just like the other time, when he’d gone out to find Webber. He scowled. And drew a shield tight around his thoughts. 
 
   “There you go again, thinking you can read my mind. For your information, Nurse Crawford, I was not about to offer Eli’s services, in that or any other respect.” Hearing his own words, Delano could almost credit them. He hoped she would, too. “Believe it or not, there are one or two things I can do for myself without resorting to a proxy.” Pray God this was one of them. He took her hand and pulled her toward him. “Now, come here. My shoulder is quite up to the job, I assure you.”
 
   He expected an argument. Wariness. At the very least, he expected to have to reassure her that such intimate contact was perfectly safe. That having fed mere moments ago, he was unlikely to be overcome with lust. But she turned into his arms with a choked sob, making it unnecessary for him to utter yet another lie.
 
   “I’m sorry.” The words were mumbled against his shirt. “I never do this. Really. I’m always the one who holds it together.”
 
   “Hush, Ainsley. I know. Don’t worry about it.” 
 
   His arms closed awkwardly around her, and her arms gripped back as though he were a lifeline. Her breath warmed his chest through his shirt, and he felt a fine tremor shudder through her. And oh Jesus God, it was good to feel the touch of another human, let alone the press of a woman’s flesh against his own. How long had it been? 
 
   Very quickly, the steady thudding of her heart impinged on his awareness, distracting him from the simple comfort of warm contact. He felt the pumping of her heart as distinctly as his own. At this range, the muted surge and whisper of her blood became a roaring in his ears. To his heightened senses, her body felt like a blazing furnace, even through the layers of clothing they wore, and her heated scent rose to tantalize his nostrils.
 
   He tried to keep a lid on things, reminding himself that she was distraught. She needed his comfort, not his lust. Even now her tears burned him through the fine cotton of his shirt, and sobs wracked her body. 
 
   Despite his best efforts, a sensory image of how she would taste — her lips, her skin, her blood — flooded his senses… 
 
   Jesus, Bowen. Get hold of yourself!
 
   He fixed on her heart sounds, imagining the corresponding functions. Better. 
 
   Right atrium contracting. Now, the right ventricle. Back surge as the blood tried to flow back into the right atrium. Both right and left atrioventricular valves closing. 
 
   Lub. 
 
   Pressure building, blood squeezing out of the right ventricle, through the pulmonary semilunar valve, and into the pulmonary artery. Pulmonary semilunar valve and the aortic semilunar valve closing. 
 
   Dub.
 
   Lub, dub. Lub, dub. Lub, dub.
 
   No, no, no. Not good. Tune it out. Think of something else!
 
   He found himself stroking her hair, though he had no conscious memory of lifting his hand to her head. Lord, it was like spun silk, fine and warm and fragrant and straighter even than his own. His fingers itched to pull out the clasp that trapped it in that twist at her nape, but that would never do. Such actions were for lovers. And he would never — could never — be that. 
 
   For to taste her might be to die.
 
   His blood cooled fractionally. 
 
   At the same moment, she pulled back, wiping her eyes. “Oh, God, I’m sorry. That was … embarrassing.”
 
   Delano stepped back. Thank God. Space. Layers of air between them. He could breathe again.
 
   “No, that was merely human, Ainsley. In the last week, you’ve had to absorb more than most people could cope with and still keep their sanity. I think a few tears are allowed.”
 
   She laughed, daubing at her eyes again. “Well, that was more than a few tears, but thank you. I guess everything just sort of caught up with me.”
 
   He nodded. “Exactly so. And if you don’t feel like returning to work under the circumstances, I will understand entirely. Of course, whether you attend the clinics or not, I will see that your salary is deposited.”
 
   Her chin came up. Her violet eyes, washed almost blue from her tears, sparkled with temper. 
 
   “My need is great, as you’ve pointed out on numerous occasions, and your pockets are clearly very deep, but I could hardly take your money if I’m not working.” 
 
   “Nonsense. You wouldn’t be in this position if you hadn’t answered my advertisement.”
 
   “But—”
 
   “But nothing. Had you not answered my ad, you would not have ventured near that alley, and thus you would not have been savaged by Edward Webber. And had you not been bitten, you would not have been under my care, indeed under my roof, when Janecek attacked. In short, you would not be here, in the particular situation in which you find yourself. So, whether you choose to work or not, your salary will continue.”
 
   She inclined her head. “That’s very generous of you, Dr. Bowen, but I insist on earning my pay. But before you rush to canonize me, you should know that I’ll be insisting on something else.”
 
   Something else? His pulse kicked. “And what would that be?”
 
   “Danger pay.” She fixed him with a steely look. “I think twenty-five percent over the basic compensation package ought to do it.”
 
   Danger pay? That was all she wanted? He’d been half afraid she was going to try to extract something much harder for him to give. Money, however, was not a problem. Hell, he could easily afford to pay her ten times the salary she was earning, and he wouldn’t begrudge a penny of it. Unfortunately, he couldn’t risk handing her so much money that her financial pressures evaporated altogether. Her financial need was a major tool in keeping her close. But surely twenty-five percent he could do without jeopardizing the situation. And she was quite right — danger pay was definitely in order.
 
   Still, he mustn’t grant the concession too easily. She wasn’t the type to enjoy a victory if it were too readily ceded. 
 
   “Twenty-five percent over an already generous base?” He lifted his eyebrows in what he hoped conveyed surprise. “You realize our armed forces would be lucky to get that, even as they march into imminent danger.”
 
   “Twenty-five percent,” she repeated. “And as far as I’m concerned, we are in imminent danger. You’re lucky I’m not asking for it retroactively.”
 
   “Then excuse me while I thank my lucky stars.”
 
   Her chin came up higher. “No need for sarcasm, Dr. Bowen. Oh, and I expect you’ll make the same adjustment for Eli.”
 
   Delano’s snort of disbelief was genuine. “You’re bargaining for Eli now? What’s this? A union?”
 
   “Both of us. Twenty-five percent.”
 
   Wait until Eli heard about this! He already protested that Delano paid him far too much. “What about the security I’ll be providing? Throw the cost of that in with the compensation package, and it’s a pricey office overhead I’ll be paying.”
 
   “True, but it’s a risky enterprise you’re engaged in, particularly here, where your activities will be unsanctioned, in an underground clinic.”
 
   Delano thought about prolonging the exchange just to keep her looking at him with that fire of determination in her eyes. But the time had come to cede her point. 
 
   “You make a good argument, Nurse Crawford.” He pretended to consider the issue for another moment. “Okay, twenty-five percent it is, for both of you.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “Now, if there’s nothing else, I really must be going. I need to make contact with potential clients.”
 
   The change of subject left her blinking. “You’re going trolling for vampires?”
 
   “Precisely. We have to get the word out on the street if we expect to do business by tomorrow night.”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   He started to move toward the door when she spoke again.
 
   “Delano?”
 
   He turned back toward her. “Yes?”
 
   “Be careful.”
 
   He knew she wasn’t alluding to the law-abiding vampires he’d be recruiting in the all night establishments down on the street. She meant Janecek. 
 
   Something lurched painfully inside of him, something rusty that hadn’t moved in a long time. He turned away from the concern in her eyes before it undid him. 
 
   “I’m always careful,” he said. Then he left. 
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 8
 
    
 
   AINSLEY FOUND Eli on the phone. 
 
   “Can you hold on just a sec?” he said into the telephone, then covered the mouthpiece. His eyes took in her face, which was no doubt still blotchy and hideous from that crying jag. “You okay?”
 
   She grimaced. “Small meltdown, but I’m better now.”
 
   “Long overdue, you ask me.” He gestured toward her suite of rooms. “We got you some clothes, if you’d like to ditch that shirt. Not that there’s anything wrong with you in that shirt, you understand.”
 
   She laughed, buoyed by his easy, uncomplicated masculine appreciation. “Thanks. I’ll go check them out.” It occurred to her to tell him about his new pay hike, but thought better of it, seeing as he was in the middle of something. She waved him back to his phone conversation and headed for her rooms.
 
   Ten minutes later, she’d examined everything in the four bags piled on her bed. 
 
   Two pairs of flat-front trousers, size 10, one pair chocolate brown, the other navy, just like the ones she’d left in St. Cloud. Two Eddie Bauer wrinkle-resistant, two-pleat khaki pants. One pair of designer jeans she knew must have cost the earth because, in a fit of self-indulgence, she’d paid $80 for an identical pair at a 75% off sale. A waffle-knit top, a long-sleeved v-neck tee, a ribbed v-neck sweater. Two Oxford shirts, one long sleeved and one short. A couple of tanks. The pants were precisely the same issue as the ones she’d abandoned, and the tops were close enough.
 
   The final bag contained underwear. 36C underwire bras that fit, along with matching thongs and boy shorts and hip-hugging briefs. Underwear that mirrored almost exactly the intimates she’d left behind, though the stuff back home had seen better days.
 
   Definitely not Delano’s work. The very versatile Eli must have phoned back to the house in St. Cloud to get the particulars of her wardrobe, then paid a shopper to reproduce it as closely as possible. No wonder he was so invaluable to Delano.
 
   Ainsley tossed the underwear into a drawer, gathered the clothes off the bed and hung them in the closet. Then she stretched out on the bed. 
 
   Lord, she was tired. Bone-deep weary, the way she used to get after stringing together too many consecutive 12s at the hospital. Except she didn’t have long shifts to blame for her exhaustion this time. Just one nasty, psyche-rattling shock after another. But at least she knew the score, now. 
 
   Or did she?
 
   Delano didn’t seem like he was hiding anything more from her. Of course, she hadn’t thought he’d been hiding anything significant before, and look how wrong she’d been.
 
   She sat up on the bed, drawing her knees up and hugging them to her chest. How was it possible that she could read him so easily one moment — God, it was freaky … like she could hear his very thoughts — only to discover he’d effortlessly concealed something as humongous and critical as, “Oh, by the way, I’m a vampire.”
 
   Unless he projected the things he wanted her to know, or things he flat out just didn’t care if she knew, but shielded the rest?
 
   She lifted her chin off her knees. Dear God, she was starting to think about this stuff as though she really had some kind of weird telepathic connection with Delano Bowen! How bizarre was that?
 
   “Argh!” She flopped back against the pillows again. 
 
   Her eyes, still slightly puffy from crying, wanted to close, so she let them. God, but it would be good to just crash. If only she could shut her mind down like a computer. Clear the cache. Ctl-Alt-Del. Re-friggin’-boot. That’s what she needed to do. If she could just sleep, she could forget about vampires for a while. And Delano’s murderous nemesis Janecek. And her possible infection with the vampirism virus. And the way Delano’s hot, black gaze had burned straight back into hers, touching her soul. 
 
   Her lids sprang open. That was no way to think. Nobody touched her soul, not without her permission. And she was extremely picky. 
 
   She let her lids drift closed again. It felt so good to close her burning eyes. But aaaaaaahhhhh, she couldn’t sleep. Not now. Not yet. If Delano was planning to have a clinic up and running by tomorrow night, she’d better stick to the night rhythms, and sleep by day. 
 
   Besides which, if he were hiding something more from her, she’d have to match his hours so she could keep an eye on him. Groaning, she rolled off the bed and headed for the shower.
 
    
 
   Delano stayed out until almost 4:30. 
 
   By 2:30, he’d already recruited more candidates than he needed. After all, these were familiar stomping grounds. He knew where to find the usual suspects. But he just wasn’t ready to go back that soon. So he inserted himself into the current of humanity moving from bar to bar to after-hours club. 
 
   From Ste-Catherine Street, he moved northward along St-Denis Street, through the Quartier Latin, letting the scent of sweat and sex and booze and perfume and high spirits wash over him. He rarely walked among people like this, choosing not to torture himself with what he could not have. What he could not be. Except tonight, the hot, bright, slightly desperate gaiety was his salvation. Sweet, sweet distraction.
 
   Eventually the sky started to lighten in the East. Only then did he head back in the direction of the high-rise.
 
   It was her fault, dammit. The smell of her, the sound of her pulse, the way it quickened when he moved close to her. He’d had to tell her, had to show her, what the blood lust did to his kind. But she hadn’t recoiled from him, as he half hoped she would. Instead she’d offered him her slender, delectable, innocent white throat. It had taken every shred of discipline he could summon to step back. 
 
   And this even knowing it could be the death of him. Literally.
 
   Damn Edward Webber to the furthest reaches of hell for muddying the waters. Delano still didn’t know if it was Ainsley’s blood itself that killed the rogue outright, or whether her blood merely started a rapid reversal of the mutation. 
 
   The legends were murky. This particular strain of the Merzetti family was said to be lethal for vampires. But interestingly, not all vampires who partook of the blood died. According to the old tomes that Delano had unearthed, some vampires who infused themselves with the fabled toxic blood were reputed to have been mysteriously restored to a “state of grace”. Delano interpreted that to mean their mutation was reversed, leaving them once again human. 
 
   And knowing what medical science now knew about transfusion medicine, it was entirely possible that those who died did so because the Merzetti blood reverted them to type, so to speak. Unaware of what was happening internally, they might have gone on to feed upon another victim whose ABO type was incompatible to their resurrected blood type.
 
   Is that what happened with Webber? Would the Merzetti blood have killed him outright, even if he hadn’t taken the second victim’s blood? Or had the Merzetti blood already reset his genetic code, setting off the reversal?
 
   Somehow, he hadn’t imagined the reversal could be so quick. But why not? 
 
   Certainly the original mutation had acted quickly enough. Contrary to what he’d led Ainsley to believe, it generally took just over twenty-four hours for the change to begin, once the virus was imparted. Thirty at the outside. Why shouldn’t the reversal be equally expeditious?
 
   Clearly, what he needed to do was orchestrate another attack on Ainsley. Only this time, he’d be right there, right goddamn there, to monitor the situation. It had been frighteningly close the last time. The shock of the blood loss might have killed her if he’d been a moment later arriving. 
 
   The thing that had lurched in his chest earlier made another jerking wrench. His hand went to his breastbone as though to still the pain. 
 
   Damnation. This couldn’t possibly be good. It happened every time he thought about putting her in the path of another rogue. But it had to be done. He didn’t see a way around it.
 
   And dear Lord, all that talk about taking blood from a sexual partner. It made him hard just to think about it. Hard and angry with himself.
 
   Oh, it was all true, the incomparable rush, the full-on body-brain-soul connection. But what he’d failed to tell Ainsley was that he hadn’t shared that sacred act with a living soul in almost 80 years.
 
   How safe would she feel in his penthouse if she knew that?
 
   And, oh Christ, how safe was he?
 
   Well, that was a question for tomorrow. Tonight was all but gone. He glanced to the eastern horizon and picked up his pace. 
 
   Two minutes later, he entered the building’s lobby, only to be braced by security. The shift must have changed in the night, because the security guard was different than the one he’d passed on his way out earlier. This one was older, military haircut, and clearly unimpressed by Delano’s claim to be the owner of the building. As was the German Shepherd at his side.
 
   “All due respect, mister, I don’t care if you own the entire Island of Montreal. You’re not taking that elevator or the stairwell until or unless I see some identification. So let’s have it.”
 
   The dog growled, its hackles rising.
 
   Delano ignored the dog. It didn’t do to make eye contact with them. He always wound up in a pissing contest, and in this case, he didn’t want to leave the security guard with a permanently cowed guard dog. 
 
   “So, Douglas,” Delano said, reading the name from the nametag on the guard’s his uniform, “you must be a friend of Eli Grayson’s.” He fished a laminated card out of his wallet and proffered it. 
 
   The guard accepted the ID from Delano, leaned closer to his computer and hit a button, then toggled the cursor. Within a few seconds, he apparently found what he was looking for and handed the card back. “Sorry about that, Dr. Bowen, but I’ve got a job to do.”
 
   “Don’t apologize. I’d have bent Eli’s ear if you didn’t challenge me.” The dog sat back on his haunches, the motion drawing Delano’s gaze. At the eye contact, the dog pinned his ears back, narrowed his eyes and growled. Delano looked away. “Has Eli told you what to expect?”
 
   The guard’s expression remained placid. “Pretty much anything, up to and maybe exceeding what I might expect to see in a combat situation.”
 
   Well, that about summed it up. “Glad to have you on the team, Doug.”
 
   On the 27th floor, Delano emerged from the elevator to a similar scene — security guard behind a desk with monitors. But this one was sans dog, thank God, and Delano had already met him earlier tonight. After checking in briefly, he strode to a second elevator and rode to the 29th floor. 
 
   The first elevator went no higher than the 27th floor, and the second started at 27 and went straight to 29. The 28th floor, where Delano’s lab resided, could only be reached via the stairwell, and only from the 29th floor. Which was one of the reasons he’d bought this building. Couldn’t be careful enough.
 
   The suite was in near darkness when Delano entered, but he had no difficulty picking out Eli’s form reclining on the couch. Damn. He should have known Eli wouldn’t sleep until he was safely in before sunup. He should have called. Or come home sooner.
 
   Delano keyed in the alarm code, then turned to his friend. “I see you’ve got security under control.”
 
   Eli stood, stifling a yawn. “The basics. More to do tomorrow.”
 
   “Today, you mean. Go to bed, Eli.”
 
   He scratched his chest. “Don’t mind if I do.”
 
   “And don’t set the alarm too early.”
 
   “Did you round up lots of Nosferatu? Nosferati? Oh, hell, vamps?”
 
   Delano laughed. “More than enough for our clinic.” He glanced around. “How’s Ainsley? Gone to bed, I take it?”
 
   “I think so.” Eli rolled his shoulders, and cricked his neck, first one way, then the other. “She was restless, roamed around a while, but I haven’t seen her since we shared a nightcap an hour or so ago.”
 
   Delano raised an eyebrow. Eli never drank alcohol. Ever.
 
   “Okay, she had a nightcap. I had a coffee.”
 
   “A decaf, I hope.”
 
   “Decaf?” Eli yawned, which ruined the offended look he was trying to project. “It was an espresso, thank you very much. But don’t worry. It won’t keep me up. ’Night, boss.”
 
   “Goodnight, Eli.”
 
   As soon as Eli moved off, Delano headed for his own windowless rooms in the center of the penthouse. Five steps from the door of his suite, he halted. 
 
   Someone was in there.
 
   A light burned inside, casting a dim glow into the corridor, but that’s not what alerted him. Eli always left a small lamp burning for him. But he could feel a presence. He stood stock-still, and listened. There it was! Someone breathing. Quiet and regular. He flared his nostrils and caught the scent of sandalwood and vanilla. 
 
   Ainsley. 
 
   His heart leapt. Oh, hell. Had she crawled into his bed to await him, her imagination fired by the look that passed between them in his study earlier tonight? 
 
   Feeling disembodied, almost as though he were watching himself from above, he pushed the door to his bedroom open. It swung inward silently on well-oiled hinges, and there she was. Not in his bed, thank God, but in his chair. Specifically, the antique French wingback chair beside his bed. And she was sleeping soundly, bathed in yellow light from the 40-watt bulb in the bedside lamp.
 
   A fierce pang, as sweet as it was painful, pierced his chest. God, she was beautiful. She slept slumped to one side, her head resting against the chair’s upholstered wing, hair swept to one side to keep it out of her face. Her cheeks bore the faintest of flushes, and her mouth had a softness about it he’d never seen while she was awake.
 
   Unable to help himself, he drifted closer until he stood not a foot away from her. At this range, he could almost feel the moisture of her respirations, see the fine blue veins in her eyelids and the dark sweep of lashes against her pale skin. With her lids lowered like that, veiling the strength and determination that normally blazed from her eyes like fire, she looked deceptively fragile. Ephemeral. 
 
   He closed his eyes against a new onslaught of yearning. Heart, mind, body, soul — oh, Christ, it all ached. All he wanted to do was sink to his knees on the fine old Persian carpet and bury his face in her lap. He wanted to feel her hands tunnel into his hair, skim his shoulders, slide down his back… He wanted her naked. He wanted to glide his hands up the outsides of those slender thighs, skim his mouth over the inside of her thigh, letting his own heart beat match the pulse of her femoral artery… 
 
   Merciful Jesus. 
 
   Step back, his mind ordered, but his limbs refused to comply. He swayed, balanced on the exquisite knife-edge of temptation.
 
   Don’t do it. 
 
   Silently, grimly, he fought the gravitational pull, the inexorable force that demanded he bend his knees and pay homage— 
 
   “Delano?” 
 
   His eyes sprang open. 
 
   Her voice was husky and sleep-thickened, but she sat up abruptly enough. 
 
   Spell broken, he stepped back. 
 
   “What are you doing here?” The question came out sounding harsher than he intended. 
 
   “I’m sorry. I must have fallen asleep.” She leapt up, and something hit the floor with a soft thump, something that must have been lying in her lap as she slept.
 
   They both reached for it at the same time, narrowly avoiding knocking heads. Ainsley pulled back at the last moment, and Delano came up with the object. As soon as his hand closed on it, he knew what it was.
 
   A new pain flooded in, pushing out the other. 
 
   Gitta.
 
    
 
   Ainsley watched as Delano’s face lost all expression.
 
   There was no other way to describe the transformation. She’d awakened to find him looming above her, his eyes closed, jaw clenched, his whole face wreathed in a torment of sexual need. God help her, her heart still banged against her ribs from the memory of it. But now his face was carefully, scrupulously blank. 
 
   “I see you’ve been exploring.” His voice was as bland as his facial expression.
 
   “I’m sorry,” she said again. “I was restless, and I didn’t want to inflict myself on Eli any longer. I was keeping him from his work.” She realized she was plucking at the sleeve of her sweater and forced herself to stop. “I just ventured in here for a minute. I was curious about where… I mean, I wanted to see—”
 
   “My coffin?” 
 
   An almost smile touched his lips, but his eyes were … what? Cold? 
 
   “As you can see, I make use of a bed, like everyone else. Just not much of a view.” 
 
   Flushing — because yes, she had expected a coffin, or at least something like the affair he’d climbed into on the helicopter — she glanced around the dim, windowless room.
 
   “Cosy.”
 
   He elevated an eyebrow. “Disappointed?”
 
   She shrugged. “I don’t know… I just thought your bedroom would be different.”
 
   He made no remark, but she knew he was angry. Possibly very angry. Not that she blamed him; she’d invaded his privacy shamelessly. It had seemed like a smart idea earlier tonight, when her brain was teaming with paranoia about what he might yet be hiding. Now, it just felt unforgivably rude. 
 
   Her gaze dropped to the pewter-framed black-and-white photograph he held in his hands. The one she’d been studying when she decided to just rest her eyes a moment. An old photo, judging by its graininess and by the high-necked gown the woman wore. The subject herself was an older lady, probably close to sixty years old, but with warm, laughing dark eyes and an aura of youthfulness that belied the marks time had left on her face. 
 
   “Is that your mother?” 
 
   Delano stiffened. “No.”
 
   “Your grandmother?”
 
   “She was my wife,” he growled. 
 
   Oh. Oh! 
 
   He crossed the room to place the photograph carefully back on the dresser from whence Ainsley had taken it. “It’s been a long night,” he said without turning. “Maybe we should both retire.”
 
   “I’m sorry. Your wife … of course… Oh, hell, I’m sorry, Del. I didn’t stop to think—”
 
   “Ainsley?” He angled his head, not so far that he was looking at her but enough so she could see his profile. 
 
   She moved a tentative step closer. “Yes?”
 
   “Go to bed. Now.”
 
   “Of course. Sorry.”
 
   She took her leave as quickly as she could without actually appearing to flee. Oh, man, what an idiot she was. A minute later, she was safely in her own rooms, where she could castigate herself in private. 
 
   Why hadn’t she thought about the possibility that the woman in the photo could be his wife? 
 
   Well, duh, because she was old and he was young. 
 
   Except he wasn’t young. Not really. Vampires didn’t age, he’d told her, or not perceptibly. Dammit, she’d even speculated about his possible age while she’d waited for him to waken tonight, but she’d been too caught up in her own anger to dwell on it much. 
 
   How old was he? Judging by that dress his wife wore — God, why hadn’t she read more historical novels? — she’d say that photo was early 20th century. Like, way early. So give him close to a hundred years. 
 
   And his wife was probably younger than him when they married, maybe significantly younger. At least, that was the way of it in the romance novels, wasn’t it? So give him another … what? Forty years? So conservative estimate, he was probably 140. 
 
   A hundred-and-freaking-forty years old! 
 
   Of course, given her poor grasp of the history of fashion, that could easily be 150, 160. Who knew? Maybe 200.
 
   God, that was so weird. He looked like a man in his prime. No, he was a man in his prime. 
 
   She peeled off her clothes and reached for the man’s shirt Eli had furnished earlier, tugging it on for sleepwear. 
 
   Lord, she must be tired. She should have figured this all out. It’s not like she hadn’t had time, having studied that woman’s picture for a good twenty minutes. But somehow, she hadn’t thought about Delano in connection with family, or at least not in the context of a continuing relationship. She’d presumed that after he’d been infected, he would have fled not just the light of day, but a society that reviled him. 
 
   But she was certain now that he had to have been the man behind the lens of the camera that captured that woman’s picture. She harbored still less doubt that he’d put that all-knowing expression in her eyes and that Mona Lisa smile on her lips. Envy, sharp and surprising, twisted in her gut. 
 
   Oh, God, Ainsley, could you be any more of a jerk? She buttoned the shirt’s buttons swiftly. Begrudge the poor man a conjugal relationship with his own wife. A long-dead relationship. 
 
   She raked her hair back. What had it been like for him, to watch his wife age while he himself stayed vigorous and youthful? And what heartache it must have been for her. 
 
   Did he think of her still? Miss her? How long could a heart ache?
 
   She thought of the woman in the photograph, with her mysterious smile. And she thought of Delano, the way he held himself so still. The way his eyes lost their focus sometimes, as though he were looking at something across a great distance. 
 
   A long time, she decided. 
 
   A very long time.
 
   Sighing, she drew the heavy curtains across the bedroom’s window to shield against the coming daylight and crawled into bed.
 
   Take heart, she counseled herself. Tomorrow’s another … well … night.
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 9
 
    
 
   AINSLEY SLID the final ruby-red tube of blood into the last available slot in her specimen container and closed the insulated case’s lid. Another night, another thirty vamp venipunctures. 
 
   “All set, Ms. Crawford?”
 
   She glanced up at the young man who’d been assigned to shadow her this past week. He looked just as fresh as he had four hours ago. She hadn’t checked a mirror lately, but she was willing to bet she looked considerably more wilted than he did. Of course, she had a few years on her young bodyguard. With that boyish face, he looked more like a junior executive than the highly-seasoned professional Eli assured her he was. She reached for her sweater. “Ready, Freddy.” 
 
   For about a millisecond, he looked as though he might smile, but he conquered the impulse. Man, there was just no fun to be had since Eli had flown back to St. Cloud to take care of business and Delano had locked himself in the lab on the floor below the penthouse. 
 
   Not that she felt abandoned. 
 
   She understood Eli had to get the reconstruction effort going back in St. Cloud, not to mention re-establishing a ready blood supply for the donors who’d become dependant on the clinic there. God only knew what other business Delano had charged him with. 
 
   Delano had accompanied her the first night to this new clinic, making sure she was comfortable with the clientele, so she had no complaints there. He’d also hired an amazing array of people to protect her. Fred Carstairs was just the most obvious fixture in the team. 
 
   A man, dressed like a derelict and reeking of cheap wine, took up position nightly just outside the door of the ageing, nondescript building that housed the clinic. From atop the tenement house across the street, a marksman kept watch with night vision goggles, or so she was told. She’d never caught sight of him. And when they pulled away from the clinic’s shabby address, a pair of headlights always fell into position behind their perfectly ordinary-looking SUV, to guard their rear. 
 
   Except there was nothing perfectly ordinary about the vehicle they traveled in. According to Fred, the windows were fashioned from ballistic glass, the body covered with an opaque armor comprised of ballistic nylon and steel. Who knew?
 
   No, she didn’t feel abandoned. Not at all.
 
   Okay, maybe a little bit. But she wasn’t afraid. 
 
   They made the fifteen-minute trip back home — yes, after the chaos of the past weeks, she’d actually started thinking of Delano’s high-rise penthouse as home — without incident. As was his habit, Fred accompanied her into the building. And as was also his habit, he insisted on accompanying her all the way up to the 29th floor. She’d tried to persuade him that she could navigate the elevator ride herself, given there were two separate levels of security before she even reached the penthouse door, but apparently he was an old-fashioned kind of guy. He refused to leave her until he’d either handed her off personally to Delano or until he’d assured himself the penthouse was empty and the security unbreached. 
 
   Tonight, Delano was still not back, so she had to wait for Fred to do his check. 
 
   “All clear, Ms. Crawford.”
 
   “Thank you, Fred,” she said, meaning it. Every time she was tempted to think these elaborate precautions were overkill, she remembered the mortar attack in St. Cloud. “I know I bust your chops sometimes, but I really do appreciate everything you do for me.”
 
   “Just doing my job, ma’am.”
 
   His words were delivered in the same flat monotone he always used, but she swore he blushed. She was still smiling when she closed the door behind him and re-armed the alarm. She turned and leaned against the door. Alone at last.
 
   Except she didn’t really want to be alone. She’d had too much of that since Eli left.
 
   Okay, strictly speaking, she hadn’t been alone more than a few waking hours, but the company of bodyguards who were paid to be there just wasn’t the same. Nor did the strangers who presented their arms to her, trading their blood for a liquid supper, fill the void. 
 
   She was lonely, dammit.
 
   She sighed and headed for the kitchen, which Eli had stocked magnificently with chocolate. Specifically, a stash of Hershey’s milk chocolate bars. Clearly he’d had his people size up the contents of her pantry when they’d sized up her wardrobe. The chocolate might have been a lucky guess, but the Australian Shiraz that appeared in the wine rack and the smoked Gouda in the refrigerator tipped his hand. She could get used to that kind of consideration, if it weren’t a little scary vis-à-vis the invasion of privacy. For heaven’s sake, the man knew her bra size and her food addictions. At least he hadn’t furnished a replacement for her vibrator. That would have been too humiliating.
 
   Of course, if he had furnished it, then at least she’d have it. The dreams she had almost nightly left her frustrated and aching. She slipped one of the chocolate bars out of its sleeve, peeled the foil back and bit into it. Mmmmmm. 
 
   Maybe she’d coerce Fred into stopping at one of the sex shops that abounded on what seemed like every street corner. She grinned, imagining Fred’s reaction. 
 
   It had been hard enough persuading him to stop three nights ago so she could use a payphone. He’d refused initially, citing security concerns and pointing out there were plenty of phones back at the penthouse. He’d only relented when she told him she’d just hire a taxi and go out and find a public phone booth after he dropped her off. Fuming, he’d offered her five minutes. She’d argued for twenty. They split the difference. 
 
   The twelve minutes hadn’t been nearly long enough, and it had been tricky as hell explaining to Lucy that her time was limited without alarming the other woman. Breezily, she told her friend she’d been lured away from the hospital to take a very cushy private job for a researcher doing top-secret clinical trials. A great job, but she was on the road with her boss right now and her schedule was crazy. 
 
   What’s that? Was her boss cute? Yes, actually, he was very handsome, but he was also old. Very old.
 
   Then she switched the topic to the one thing guaranteed to divert her friend’s attention — Lucy’s daughter Devon. Too soon, Fred had walked up to the booth and tapped his wristwatch meaningfully. She’d said a rushed goodbye and hung up, missing Lucy but lighter of heart knowing that both she and Devon were still safe.
 
   No, Fred would definitely not be receptive to stopping at a sex shop, but it might be worth it to ask him, just to see his reaction. Poor guy. He’d probably offer to send someone to make the purchase for her, if she would describe what she wanted. Her smile broadened.
 
   But apart from the distraction that tormenting her straight-laced bodyguard would afford, a stop at the sex toy shop wasn’t going to help her. Her smile faded. They weren’t that kind of dreams. 
 
   Oh, they were hot, all right, and Delano featured in every one of them. As did gleaming, massively elongated cuspids, arched throats, thudding hearts and slick, mating bodies. But the dreams were also incredibly tender and … well, sacred, for lack of a better word. As raggedly aroused as the dreams left her, she felt strangely averse to seeking release. Somehow, it seemed tantamount to blasphemy. 
 
   Or maybe she was just turning into a masochist, preferring to walk around all day — or rather, all night — carrying that sweet ache low in her belly and in her tender, swollen breasts.
 
   And as for the man who put it there, he’d all but disappeared. She saw him briefly each night before she left for the clinic. He dutifully drew her blood to test for the vampirism virus and/or antibodies to the virus. Typically, he inquired after her level of comfort with the security he was providing, then quickly excused himself to start his night’s work at the lab. Occasionally, he returned shortly before or after she did, giving them a few moments together, but on those occasions he’d looked so exhausted, she hadn’t the heart to delay him from seeking his bed. 
 
   Shoot, she didn’t even know what would happen if he didn’t get to bed. Did sleep claim him wherever he happened to be, if he didn’t make it to his rooms? Or could he postpone it, like regular people did? And what happened if he did? Would he age? She distinctly remembered him saying that sleep erased the previous day’s — or rather, night’s — aging. And what did he look like in his sleep?
 
   Chocolate. Now.
 
   She glanced down to see the empty wrapper she clutched in her hand. Ack! She’d eaten the whole thing. 
 
   Dammit, that did it. She wasn’t going to grow fat eating comfort food to ease her loneliness. Delano was responsible for her being here; he’d admitted as much. So he could damn well take some responsibility for her current social vacuum.
 
   Tossing the candy bar wrapper in the garbage, she headed for the stairs, the ones inside the suite that traveled just one short floor to the 28th level. 
 
    
 
   Delano had been looking into the amber depths of a forty-year-old whiskey in an even older Waterford glass when he heard the trill that signaled someone was on their way down to the lab. An intruder? Eli was still away.
 
   He put the glass down and picked up the 9mm he always kept handy. Cocking the pistol, he took up position beside the door.
 
   The door opened and Ainsley stepped into the lab. Moving with maximum speed, Delano grabbed her by the wrist and whirled her out of the way. Partially shielded by the door, he trained his pistol into the stairwell. 
 
   The empty stairwell. 
 
   Thank God. He dropped the nose of the gun until it pointed at the floor.
 
   “God, Delano! Didn’t you see it was me?”
 
   “Of course I did.” He decocked the Walther, conscious of her horrified gaze following his every movement. “But if I were an intruder, I’d have held you at gunpoint and forced you out the stairwell first, as a distraction and a shield.”
 
   She looked at the closed doors shielding the stairwell. “Of course. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to alarm you.” Her gaze drifted back to the gun, regarding it as though it were a snake coiled to spring.
 
   “No harm done.” Wanting to get rid of the gun but not wanting to just lay it down on the workbench again, he deposited it in the right-hand pocket of his lab coat. Of course, he then had to jam his left hand in the other pocket to counterbalance the weight of the weapon. “I was just about ready to finish here for the night. Let me shut a few things down and I’ll ride up with you.”
 
   “Oh, but I’d love to have a look around. Can I?”
 
   Dammit. Had he left anything incriminating lying around? 
 
   “Please? I won’t contaminate anything. I just want a quick tour.”
 
   No, he’d secured everything. He’d only been delaying going upstairs in the hope that she’d retire before he returned. He pasted on a smile. “Then a tour you shall have, but I warn you, there’s not much to see.” 
 
   It turned out to be anything but quick. She was full of questions. Some things she recognized — microscopes, centrifuge, incubators, autoclave for sterilizing instruments, biological hoods to provide a sterile environment for working with specimens. But other equipment needed explanation. 
 
   “Holy cow, you’re as well equipped as any hospital lab. Better, probably.”
 
   “Most definitely better, unless they’re doing primary research and have need for a DNA sequencer or gene mapping software.”
 
   She glanced around the lab. “Where’s that?”
 
   He indicated a room to their left with a nod of his head. “But it’s nothing special to look at. A big box and a computer.”
 
   “So is this a genetically engineered vaccine you’re working on? I mean, as opposed to a traditional vaccine like polio or flu?”
 
   The conversation was veering into dangerous territory. He’d have to choose his words carefully, and shield his thoughts even more carefully. 
 
   “Exactly. My aim is to engineer such a vaccine. Unfortunately, as I’ve mentioned, vampires are immune to practically all blood-borne diseases. However, there are recorded cases of vampires dying from the blood of certain victims who gave every evidence of being completely healthy. Such reports date back to the earliest days of vampire history. Thus, the focus of my work has been to search out such individuals whose blood has proven lethal. Armed with their blood, I’m confident I can eventually isolate the anti-vampire gene from the genome.”
 
   Her brows came together. “There are people walking around with an anti-vampire agent in their blood?”
 
   “Precisely.”
 
   “And have you found such a person?”
 
   He rubbed the back of his neck. “They grow harder and harder to find.” 
 
   “Wait a minute — can’t you create your own vaccine without such a person?”
 
   He shook his head. “I’m afraid not.”
 
   “But I thought every vaccine started with the infectious agent itself.” The skin between her eyebrows pleated in a frown. “Shouldn’t you be working with a weakened version of the vampire virus, if you want to immunize people against infection by that same agent?”
 
   Ah, but she was a smart one. “I’ve already done that. I took the vampire virion, crippled it and produced a vaccine. I even used the vampire virus as a gene delivery vector. And yes, it works flawlessly. Specifically, it changes the genotype that makes the cells susceptible to infection in the first place.”
 
   “So what’s the problem?” 
 
   “The problem is, even if I render you immune to the vampire virus, it won’t stop a vampire from killing you. No matter how invulnerable you may be to infection, no matter how many antibodies you express, your blood won’t harm a hair on the head of the rogue who drains it from you.” 
 
   “Doh.” She rolled her eyes. “Guess it’s late. I didn’t think of that.”
 
   He laughed. “It was a fair question. Until I tested it, there was every reason to hope it would deal serious harm to the attacker, or at least put them off the victim before they’d taken life-threatening amounts of blood. If I hadn’t had high hopes, I wouldn’t have labored so long to create it.”
 
   “You must have been very disappointed.”
 
   Disappointed? Try devastated. His hopes had been so high. True, earlier, cruder vaccines had failed, but he’d thought altering the genotype—  
 
   Enough. It hadn’t worked. 
 
   He smiled, consciously smoothing his expression. “Very much so,” he agreed. “But the work must continue.”
 
   Her eyes rounded. “You have one, don’t you?”
 
   Delano blinked. “Have one what?”
 
   “You’ve found someone with the anti-vampire blood!”
 
   His heart stopped, then leapt into a hard thudding. “What makes you say that?”
 
   She gestured to a workbench where incubators hummed. “You must think you have at least a possibility or you wouldn’t be doing all this.”
 
   Ah, of course. A logical deduction on her part, not a lapse on his. For a moment there, he feared he’d let the barrier around his thoughts slip. He smiled. “Perhaps,” he conceded.
 
   She angled her head and studied him through narrowed eyes. “More than a perhaps, I think.”
 
   His smile broadened. “Perhaps.”
 
   She smiled back at him, her eyes sparkling with shared mirth. But then, in an instant, everything changed. Their smiles faded and the air between them grew thick. 
 
   And his heart suddenly felt as though it housed a hundred birds, all of them frantically beating their wings and clawing.
 
   “Delano.” 
 
   She said his name on a sweet exhalation of breath, and stepped closer. Desire rolled off her in palpable waves. And God help him, he heard the leap of her heart, the sudden urgency of the blood surging in her veins. 
 
   He leaned closer. Sweet Christ, the heat and smell of her! He smelled her arousal, could all but taste the chocolate that lingered in her mouth, the metallic, copperish flavor of her blood…
 
   Her blood. Her potentially deadly blood. 
 
   Backpedal. Godammit, Bowen, backpedal for all you’re worth. “Ainsley, I don’t think—”
 
   Whatever he thought, she clearly didn’t want to hear it, because she closed the small remaining distance between them, grabbed the lapels of his lab coat, stretched up and kissed him.
 
   In a reflex he could not have stopped for the world, his arms closed around her, drawing her closer. 
 
   Ah! Such warmth, so much softness. He could weep with joy just from the sensation of her arms around him. And she tasted just as he imagined she would, like chocolate and heat and dark, dark temptation. Then she tasted him right back, swirling her tongue over his lower lip and into his mouth. The thunder of his own heartbeat almost drowning out the sound of hers, he pulled her closer still.
 
   And she went rigid, pushing against his chest. 
 
   Damn, damn, damn. No ignoring that signal. His hands tightened on her waist at the thought of releasing her so soon, but he forced his grip to slacken, letting her pull back. 
 
   “I’m sorry. Forgive me.” Did he look as stiff as he sounded? Probably. But casual seemed to be beyond him at the moment. “That shouldn’t have happened.”
 
   “What? Are you kidding?” Her eyes blazed up at him in disbelief. “That’s been coming for weeks. Don’t even pretend otherwise. I just want you to get rid of that thing.”
 
   He might have corrected her — he’d been thinking about this for exactly twelve days — but his mind was distracted by her last comment. “What thing?”
 
   “The gun.” She glanced pointedly at his lab coat pocket. “Could we put it aside, please, just for the next few minutes? I’m sure it’s perfectly safe, but I don’t like them. I’ve seen too many gunshot wounds roll through the OR to be comfortable with firearms.”
 
   He drew the offending Walther from his pocket and placed it on the workbench. “Better?”
 
   “Much better.” She gave him a smile, knowing and sexy and intimate.
 
   His heart kicked it up another notch, and it struck him afresh that he was courting disaster. 
 
   Disaster? Hell, he could be courting death itself. He needed to stop this madness before — 
 
   She slid back into his arms and he forgot to think because her mouth was on his again, and oh, merciful God, there was no way he was stopping. Not yet. Not before he absolutely had to. With a groan, he cupped her head, angling her face for better access and also to slow her down. 
 
   This was all there could be, all he dared allow, this mating of mouths and the agonizing sweetness of bodies brushing together. Oh, precious Jesus, he had to make it last. 
 
   He lifted his head, and when she tried to recapture his lips, he restrained her. “Slowly, Ainsley. Slowly.”
 
    
 
   Better?
 
   Yes, this was definitely better, she thought, as she surfaced from yet another long, drugging kiss. Better than any dream. Better even than her last lover, and he’d been very, very good. Of course, between her shifts at the hospital and Clay’s shift at the police station, their relationship was more of a “hi, bye, thanks for the orgasm” kind of thing. Then Delano nibbled the corner of her mouth, and she forgot about Clay Davidson. 
 
   Again, he took his time exploring her mouth. Again, she tasted the inexplicable but unmistakable flavor of a fine scotch. She’d never seen him drink any beverage, let alone something alcoholic, but there was no mistaking the taste of scotch whiskey on his tongue. Yet beneath the smoky, slightly mossy taste lay pure Delano. Dizzy with the pleasure of it, she pressed closer. 
 
   His hands still cupped her head, and she desperately wanted them on her body. On her breasts. On her ass. And oh, yes, between her thighs. She wanted it with a violence that left her trembling. She wanted him buried deep inside her, with his mouth at her throat, gleaming cuspids elongated and grazing her skin, tantalizing her with the promise of a joining more intimate, more thrilling, than anything she’d ever known.
 
   But dammit, she also wanted this slow torture. She wanted to spin it out as long as they could possibly stand. This first exquisite exploration came only once.
 
   He pulled back again, but this time she didn’t protest. This time she trusted him. And she wasn’t disappointed. 
 
   Winding one hand into her hair, he tugged her head back, exposing her throat. 
 
   Okay, straight to the main event. That worked too.
 
   Her pulse leapt, and she closed her eyes. In her mind’s eye, she saw herself as he must see her, her throat exposed and vulnerable. Raw excitement shot straight to her core as she waited for him to lower his mouth to her throat, to rake his teeth over her skin…
 
   “Ainsley, look at me.”
 
   Dazed, she opened her eyes to find him looking at her with an expression that seemed torn between scorching need and tortured regret.
 
   Regret? 
 
   He released his grip on her hair, but he didn’t pull away as she half expected. Instead, he lifted his hand to her mouth, drawing the pad of his thumb across her lower lip. Swollen and sensitized as her flesh was from his thorough, meticulous attention, the light caress made her shiver. 
 
   He closed his eyes, as though to better absorb even that fleeting sensation. When he opened his eyes again, they blazed with a ferocity that should have frightened her. 
 
   She opened her mouth on his thumb, and let the salt taste of his skin bloom on her tongue, mingling with the whiskey taste his mouth had imparted. 
 
   “Delano—”
 
   “God, I love your mouth.” His words were thick. “It was made for this.”
 
   Unbearably aroused, she bit the fleshy pad of his thumb. 
 
   “Ainsley!” 
 
   His body went rigid, but she wasn’t sure if it was rigid good or rigid bad. But he hadn’t withdrawn his thumb, so she ran her tongue over it. Soothing, soothing. 
 
   Then she bit it again. 
 
   His control snapped. Suddenly, his hands were everywhere she’d wanted them to be, hard and demanding, his mouth fierce on hers. Oh, yes, please. He pushed her up against the nearest workbench, the better to grind his lower body against her. The urgent thrust of his arousal against her belly inflamed her beyond reason, and his hands left trails of fire on her skin. 
 
   Mindless with need, she rubbed her breasts against his chest. God, was that her making those noises? He was making her crazy. She wanted him to tear her clothes off before she burned up. She wanted to hook a leg behind his and take him down to the floor. She wanted to free the impressive erection straining against his trousers, and climb onto it. God help her, she wanted to scream, “Fuck me already!”
 
   Instead, she did the next best thing. She insinuated her left hand between them to cup the bulge of his erection. Oh, Lord, it was nice. She squeezed gently. 
 
   He growled against her mouth, and she swallowed the gratifyingly desperate sound. Then, before she could guess his intention, he lifted her and deposited her on the edge of the workbench. She felt something hard poking into her back, but then he moved between her spread thighs and she forgot about the discomfort. All of her attention focused on the hard heat of him pressed against the center of her universe. Could he feel how wet and ready she was? 
 
   “Del—”
 
   He covered her mouth, cutting off what surely would have been the plea she’d suppressed a few seconds ago. He thrust his tongue into her mouth, penetrating it in the way she wanted his engorged— 
 
   The thought died when she heard the unmistakable sound of a pistol being cocked.
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 10
 
    
 
   “HI, GUYS. Did you miss me?”
 
   Delano’s blood froze. Goddammit. He was the world’s biggest idiot. Worse than an idiot. He was a fool. 
 
   He released Ainsley, careful to pull her t-shirt down from where he’d thrust it high atop her breasts before moving the shield of his body away. 
 
   “Okay, Eli,” he drawled. “Point made. That was terribly careless of me.”
 
   Eli held the pistol Delano had left on the workbench, letting it dangle harmlessly in his hand. “In more ways than one.” 
 
   Delano met Eli’s steely gray gaze. “I repeat, point made.”
 
   “God, Eli, you scared the hell out of me.” Ainsley’s voice was high and thin. Her lips were red and swollen from their kisses, the delicate skin of her face and neck pink from the abrasion of his stubble-roughened face. She smoothed her hair, her clothing, as though she could smooth her composure back into place with her hands. “Maybe next time you could just call out ‘I’m back’ or something like that.”
 
   “Sorry.” With a smooth motion, Eli uncocked the Walther again and laid it back on the workbench. “As our boss so quickly surmised, I was making a point.”
 
   Ainsley blushed, though whether from the not-so-subtle reminder that the man she’d been making out with was her boss, or just the fact that she’d been caught making out, was anyone’s guess. Then her chin came up.
 
   “This was my fault, Eli. Really. Del wanted to head up to bed. I mean, his bed. Oh, you know what I mean.” Her flush deepened. “Our respective beds. Alone. But I detained him.”  
 
   Before she could stammer out any more, Delano interrupted with a question for Eli. “How was St. Cloud?” 
 
   “Busy.”
 
   “The blood supply?”
 
   “Back up and flowing. Though we’re not taking blood. I figured you had that covered here.”
 
   Delano nodded his approval. “And the house?”
 
   “Repairs’ll be done within the month, complete with refurbished lab.” He glanced at Ainsley, then back to Delano. “We really should talk.”
 
   Ainsley leapt on Eli’s words, evidently grateful for the chance to bolt. “I’m sure you two have lots to discuss. I’ll just make my way back upstairs.” She turned to Delano. “Thank you for the tour.”
 
   He inclined his head. “No trouble.”
 
   When the door closed behind her, Eli snorted. “Thanks for the tour?”
 
   Delano scowled. “She was bored. She just came down here looking for a little diversion.”
 
   “And you provided it, I see.”
 
   “Eli,” he said warningly.
 
   “Oh, go to hell with that tone, Delano.”
 
   “Excuse me?”
 
   “My job, or a pretty sizeable part of it, is to protect you. But dammit, I can’t do that if you’re going to put yourself in front of a freakin’ freight train every time I look away.”
 
   Delano stiffened. “For pity’s sake, I was just kissing her. Since when did you, of all people, decide kissing an attractive woman was a crime?”
 
   “Kissing her? Delano, I was here. You were about to devour the woman. And this is not some morality judgment thing. You know me better than that. This is about you not dying before we can find a tool to fight these bastards.”
 
   Delano scrubbed a hand across his face. “You’re right.”
 
   “Damn right I am.”
 
   Delano looked at his thumb. It still bore the slight but unmistakable indentation of her teeth. Jesus. He wouldn’t have taken her blood. Given the stakes, he had enough self-control to stop before that happened, no matter what Eli thought. 
 
   And no matter what else happened…
 
   But she’d bitten him. Twice. If she’d broken the skin… Though thankfully saliva wasn’t the best vehicle for transmission for most viruses. Witness the rarity of HIV transmission from oral contact, or even from biting, for that matter. 
 
   Eli just stood there, as though expecting something more. Delano raked his hair back off his face. Dammit. In his own defense, he wanted to point out that Ainsley had been the aggressor. She’d literally grabbed him by the lapels and laid a lip-lock on him. The only problem with using that defense was his natural instinct to shield a lady. 
 
   Besides, it would be a cop-out. He could have fended her off easily, had he really wanted to. He just hadn’t been able to deny himself the interlude.
 
   “It won’t happen again.”
 
   Eli snorted. “Come on, man, I’ve seen the way you look at her. Hell, I’ve seen the way she looks at you. This isn’t gonna go away. You have to tell her. You have to explain why it could be disastrous for the two of you to hook up.”
 
   His mouth hardened. “No.”
 
   “Delano—”
 
   “Don’t you think I’ve done the equation a hundred times? It still comes out the same. One way or another, her blood killed Edward Webber, even though it was not her choice. It may yet kill more predators before we have a workable vaccine to protect the vulnerable. But if we’re going to curb the behavior of those rogues, Ainsley is our only hope. You and I, we’re veterans of this war, Eli. We’ve taken lives.”
 
   Eli’s hands clenched at his sides. “We’ve stopped ruthless killers!” 
 
   “Granted. But don’t you see their faces in your dreams, Eli? Don’t you see the humanity in them in those last moments before the spark of life leaves them? In the end, they are but men who lacked the strength to cling to their own humanity in the face of this mutation.”
 
   “What I see in my nightmares is that sonofabitch who slaughtered half my team in Afghanistan.”
 
   Delano lifted an eyebrow. “So you don’t suffer any pangs in those hours when everyone else is asleep?”
 
   “Shit, Delano.”
 
   “Would you have Ainsley carry the same weight? Wrestle the same demons in her sleep?”
 
   Eli closed his eyes and sighed. “Have I mentioned how much I hate it when you pull this sensei crap?”
 
   “A time or two.”
 
   Eli took a deep breath and expelled it. “Okay, fuck it. Forget about this vaccine thing. We can hunt them down and kill them, one at a time.”
 
   Delano rubbed a hand across his forehead. “We could. But as long as there are vulnerable populations, there will always be another predator to take the place of the ones we slay. We have to make that … lifestyle … untenable. Which brings us back to Ainsley’s blood.”
 
   Eli looked away. “I don’t like it, Del. She should have the chance to choose for herself.”
 
   Del? Ainsley must be rubbing off. “And what if she chooses to withhold her genetic gift?”
 
   Eli swore. 
 
   Delano pressed his advantage. “Our security is top notch. You made sure of it personally. Janecek is not going to get to her. All we need to do is make sure she keeps her distance from me, and all will be well.”
 
   Eli’s eyes narrowed. “Whachu mean we, white man?”
 
   Delano smiled as though his insides weren’t being eaten by corrosive acid. 
 
   “She’s bored, Eli. And she’s lonely. She’s cut off from everything she used to know. Her whole world was literally turned upside down in the wake of Webber’s attack. And now she’s stuck here, in a strange city, virtually under lock and key, seeing no one but her bodyguard, her clients at the clinic, and us.” 
 
   “Us. There’s that plural thing again.”
 
   “You’re heterosexual and unattached.”
 
   “Last time I checked.”
 
   “And you want to keep Ainsley safe, don’t you? You want me to unlock the secrets of her blood—”
 
   “Whoa.” Eli threw up a hand in the universal stop signal. “I think you’d better quit right there, before I leap to the completely laughable conclusion that you’re asking me to sleep with Nurse Crawford.”
 
   “Eli—”
 
   “Jesus, you’re serious! You want me to seduce her.”
 
   Delano’s nails dug into his palms. “I want you to pay attention to her. I want you to entertain her, keep her preoccupied.”
 
   “And what exactly are you suggesting I do to entertain her? Huh? ’Cuz somehow I don’t think you had a friendly game of Chinese checkers in mind.”
 
   “It would seem that she needs male attention.” Delano managed to keep his voice calm and controlled, a major accomplishment in the circumstances. “Just give her some attention.” 
 
   Delano’s reasonable tone seemed to anger Eli even more. “I see. So, what did you have in mind? A little flirting? Maybe some petting on the couch? More?”
 
   Delano sighed. 
 
   “And how should I open with her? Verbal or non-verbal? I mean, I could just come out and say, ‘I think you’re hot, let’s go, baby.’”
 
   “Eli—”
 
   “You’re right. That rarely works. At least not with a woman like Ainsley. It’d have to be way more subtle. Let’s see … maybe I should start by crowding her in the kitchen or when we pass in the hallways. You know, get a little too close. Just enough to make her take notice. Then maybe I could comment on her hair. She does have great hair, don’t you think?”
 
   “I really don’t—”
 
   “After that, I could graduate to brushing up against her, all accidentally-on-purpose-like. An elbow to a breast in that tiny kitchen, followed by a quick apology. Then, while we’re sitting on the couch watching TV, maybe I could let my leg relax against hers.”
 
   “I’m not terribly—”
 
   “Oh, here’s a thought — a collision! Yeah, I like that. The corner where the hall comes out to the living room would be perfect. I could kind of catch her and steady her, but not before making sure she got a real good feel, if you know what I mean. In my personal experience, next to broad shoulders, a good set of abs pretty much tops every lady’s wish list.”            
 
   “Dammit, Eli, I don’t care how you do it! Just for God’s sake do it.”
 
   Eli’s face softened. “Look, man, I’m just trying to show you why this plan of yours can’t work.”
 
   “It will work.” 
 
   “Come on. I haven’t laid a finger on her, and already you can’t stand it.”
 
   Delano shook his head vigorously. “You’re quite mistaken. What I feel for Ainsley is responsibility. The danger she finds herself in, her social isolation, her anxiety about a non-existent infection, the removal from her ordinary world … it’s all my doing. The kindest thing I could possibly do at this point is put you in her path. I just don’t need to hear the details. I feel guilty enough as it is for manipulating her.”
 
   “And well you should.”
 
   “And well I should,” he agreed. “That’s my burden to live with. In the meantime, you’ll be good for her. Hell, you’ll be good for each other.” As he said the words, he realized how true they were. Eli and Ainsley. They were perfectly matched. Aside from their shared nursing background, they were both handsome physical specimens, both single and unattached, both quick to laugh. A new emptiness opened up inside, lending his voice more bite. “You must do this for me, Eli.”
 
   His friend closed his eyes for an interminable moment, as though consulting some inner voice, or perhaps the voice of some long-dead Comanche ancestor. “Okay.” He opened his eyes. “I’ll do it.”
 
   Delano let the breath he was holding escape. “Thank you.”
 
   Eli inclined his head in acknowledgement. “You’ll owe me one. Oh, and one more thing.”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “Don’t try to sell me any more of this horseshit about how you don’t care. Your guts are gonna feel like you chowed down a metric ton of ground glass, and we both know it.”
 
    Delano cursed, employing a particularly loathsome word he hadn’t used in a good sixty years. 
 
   “Exactly,” Eli agreed. “Now, sun’s almost up. We should both hit the sack. I can bring you up to date on St. Cloud tomorrow.”
 
    
 
    “Rise and shine, cupcake.”
 
   Ainsley lifted her head and squinted at the imposing figure looming in her doorway. Eli? In her bedroom? Calling her Cupcake? Oh, thank goodness. She was still dreaming. She rolled onto her side, drew her knees up and burrowed deeper into the pillows, striving to get her dream back on track.
 
   “Come on, sleepy head, it’s way past noon.”
 
   She opened bleary eyes again, tracking Eli as he moved across her bedroom to the window. She’d tossed and turned for hours, finally falling into a light sleep punctuated by highly erotic dreams. Dreams of Delano, his hands all over her body, her hands on him…
 
   How the devil had Eli made his way into her dream?
 
   Then Eli swept the heavy curtains back. The dazzling light of midday flooded the room, sending a dagger of pain to her brain. 
 
   Groaning, she pulled the covers over her head. “Go away, Eli. You’re wrecking my dream.”
 
   “Ouch. You’re wrecking my ego.”
 
   She snorted beneath the covers. “I think it’ll survive.”
 
   “No need for sarcasm.”
 
   “Okay, I’m sorry. Now, would you please go away?”
 
   The edge of her bed depressed. “Sorry, angel.” 
 
   Wait a minute, Eli in her room? She jack-knifed up to find Eli actually sitting there, on her actual bed. “Eli? What is it? Is something wrong?”
 
   “Something’s very wrong.” 
 
   He said the words sternly, but the tone didn’t match the dancing light in his eyes or the suggestion of an upward tilt to his lips. The latter was enough to make the knot of anxiety dissolve. 
 
   “Okay, out with it, buster. What the heck is so very wrong?”
 
   “Delano tells me that in all the time you’ve been here, he hasn’t taken you to see anything of Montreal. A beautiful woman sitting up here in this penthouse while the city waits down there? To my way of thinking, that’s just plain wrong. And I aim to fix that, starting right now.” He gave her a thump on the thigh. “So shake a leg, honey.”
 
   He stood again, and she gaped up at him. “You’re going to take me out?”
 
   “I thought we’d start with le Vieux Montréal.”
 
   Ainsley grinned. Touring Old Montreal in broad daylight like an ordinary visitor to the city? “Oh, can we?”
 
   He feigned offence. “Did I not just invite you?”
 
   “I mean, is it safe?”
 
   “It is when I’m in charge.”
 
   She rolled her eyes. “What’d I tell you? The ego remains undented.”
 
   His lips quirked. “Seriously, it’s not high risk. I wouldn’t be suggesting it if it were. But just the same, we’ll have a discreet security team maintaining a cushion around us at all times.” 
 
   His gaze flickered just long enough to make her aware she was sitting in bed in her nightshirt with the bedclothes pooled on her lap. 
 
   Oh, Christmas. The clinch with Delano last night. That’s probably what he saw every time he looked at her. She felt a blush rise in her neck.
 
   “Can you be ready in half an hour?”
 
   “Give me fifteen minutes.” 
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 11
 
    
 
   TWO AND A HALF hours later, Eli helped her clamber out of the calèche he’d hailed at Rue de la Commune, in front of the old port. 
 
   “How’d you enjoy that?”
 
   Ainsley grinned. “You have to ask?”
 
   He shrugged. “It’s a guy thing.”
 
   She laughed. “It was great. But I’d like to come back one day to explore the Notre-Dame Basilica. Oh, and the Pointe-à-Callière.”
 
   He squinted at her. “Interesting.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “The Basilica, sure. I mean, it’s a bloody Neo-Gothic wonder. Everyone is awed by it. But I wouldn’t have pegged you for the museum of archaeology and history.”
 
   She shrugged. “I like history.” 
 
   And she did. Except as they toured Old Montreal, from the Bonsecours Market to the Place d’Armes, she’d found herself wondering if Delano had walked these cobbled streets in another time. Another century. She shivered.
 
   Eli checked his watch. “We’d better head back. Both of us could stand a nap before the boss rises.”
 
   At the mention of Delano, Ainsley’s face sobered. “About last night—”
 
   He threw up a hand. “Whoa, whoa, whoa. Stop right there.”
 
   “Stop?”
 
   “Gawd, yes.” He lowered his hand. “Number one, there are several three-word phrases in the English language that are guaranteed to tighten a man’s sphincter, and that, my darlin’, is one of ’em. Don’t wanna hear it. And secondly, it’s none of my business.” 
 
   “But—”
 
   “No buts.”
 
   “But—”
 
   “You had fun today, right?”
 
   Ainsley blinked. “Well, yes, bu—”
 
   “Then let’s leave it lie just like that, why don’t we?”
 
   She shook her head. “You make things awfully easy for me, Eli.”
 
   “That was sort of the point.” He raised an arm, flagging down a passing taxi, which stopped amid the squealing of sorely abused brakes. He opened the back door of the cab. “Après vous, Madame.” 
 
   She grinned at his French, delivered as it was with that unique accent of his. “Merci, monsieur.” 
 
   When she moved toward the car, he didn’t move back as far as she expected. Consequently, she had to squeeze past him to get into the back seat. No doubt it was a security precaution, his standing so close, but she found herself taking notice of his sheer size and power. And not for the first time today. 
 
   Criminey, but he was nice looking. Nice smelling, too. Not to mention funny and considerate and easy to be around. And his body — oh, baby, seriously ripped. Under different circumstances, she’d be giving him some not-so-subtle signals, just to see if there was any answering spark there. He’d be playful in the bedroom. She’d lay money on it. And a good thing, too. That levity would mitigate all that overpowering, hulking brawn…
 
   She blinked. Oh, God. She was having decidedly sexual thoughts about Eli. Eli! Her co-worker. A fellow nurse. What was wrong with her? She’d all but torn Delano’s clothes off last night, and now she was— 
 
   “Scoot over, Angel. I have no desire to get clipped by traffic trying to get in that other door.”
 
   Face burning, she slid across the bench seat to hug the far door. Eli climbed in and instructed the driver. 
 
   He turned to her. “You look tired.”
 
   Normally, she would not welcome that kind of observation from an attractive man, but it was too good an opportunity to let slide. 
 
   “I am.” She aimed an apologetic smile at him. “Mind if I snooze on the way home?”
 
   “Go right ahead. Actually, eyes closed might not be a bad idea any time, given traffic in this city.”
 
   She gave the expected chuckle, then settled back against the seat cushions to feign rest.
 
   Eyes closed. Yessiree. That worked just fine. 
 
   Just fine for contemplating exactly when she’d turned into the Whore of Babylon. 
 
    
 
   Delano leaned back in his chair as he listened to Eli’s progress report. He heard every word his friend said, and responded appropriately, but another part of his brain was busy cataloguing scents. 
 
   Sandalwood, vanilla, leather, horse. All of these things he smelled, on top of Eli’s scent signature. 
 
   Ainsley. 
 
   Eli.
 
   Ainsley and Eli, enjoying a romantic tour of Old Montreal from the intimate confines of a horse-drawn carriage. 
 
   Good. Excellent.
 
   He dug his nails into his palm. 
 
   “So it looks like the repairs will be effected within the month, but it may take an extra few weeks to get some of the more esoteric lab equipment. We’ve purchased so much of this stuff to equip all the fallback labs. I just didn’t want to raise any unnecessary red flags by putting a hair-on-fire kind of rush on this.”
 
   Delano nodded his approval. “Good thinking. We’ve got all the capacity we need, even if we have to fall back to Calgary or Vancouver.”
 
   Eli inclined his head in acknowledgement.
 
   “What about Janecek?”
 
   “We’ve got ears to the ground everywhere, but no sign of him since the attack in St. Cloud. I’ve heard a rumor that he’s back in Prague, but I wouldn’t trust that piece of intelligence. It reeks of disinformation.”
 
   “He won’t have left the continent.” 
 
   “Probably not even the country,” Eli agreed. “I’ll keep the pressure up until we find him. It’s hard to hide for long from other vamps.”
 
   “Indeed. Okay, what about the other matter I asked you to look into?”
 
   “The money’s going to an offshore account in the Cayman Islands.”
 
   “And?”
 
   “And those suckers are secret.”
 
   Delano raised an eyebrow. “And?”
 
   Eli sighed. “And as usual, money talks, at least when you have as much of it to throw around as you do.”
 
   “So what did you learn?”
 
   “The account belongs to a Lucida Machias, which is almost certainly not her real name.”
 
   “Spoken like a man who has a theory.”
 
   Eli took a photograph from the file in front of him and slid it across the table. “I think it’s probably this woman. Lucy Michaels.”
 
   Delano looked down at a photo of two women, standing arm in arm and smiling at the camera. One of whom was a much younger Ainsley, probably no more than nineteen or twenty. The other woman was shorter, finer boned than Ainsley, with curly dark hair to Ainsley’s straight fall of blond hair. He glanced over his shoulder, belatedly realizing he’d succumbed to an instinct to make sure Ainsley wasn’t within earshot. Stupid. She was upstairs in the penthouse, sleeping, a fact he’d taken trouble to ascertain before he and Eli had come down here to the lab to talk. 
 
   “Where’d you get this?”
 
   “Ainsley’s apartment. But don’t worry. It’s a copy. The original is intact.”
 
   “And who is this Lucy Michaels?”
 
   Eli passed another document across the table, this one a copy of a microfiched newspaper engagement announcement. “She used to be Lucy Heatherington. In fact, that was her name when she posed for that snapshot with Ainsley. She left for college, but wound up having a baby out of wedlock in August eight years ago. No father named on the birth certificate. Came back to St. Cloud and worked for a book-binding company. She quickly met and married the guy in this picture, Weldon Michaels, who adopted her daughter, Devon. Michaels was the deputy chief with the local police department in St. Cloud at the time, and he’s now the Big Cheese there.”
 
   “Chief of Police.”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   Delano lifted an eyebrow. “And how does this lead to a secret bank account in the Caymans?”
 
   “Fourteen months ago, Lucy and Devon Michaels did a disappearing act.”
 
   Interesting. “A missing persons kind of disappearing act?”
 
   Eli shook his head. “There’s not even a murmur of anything like that. But they up and left. I got that directly from the woman who cleans house for them. She also thought Mr. Michaels might have a bit of a problem with his temper, judging by the bruises Mrs. Michaels tried to conceal.”
 
   “An abuser.” 
 
   “No doubt about it. I had a little look-see into Lucy Michael’s medical records, thanks again to the power of the almighty dollar. She’s suffered enough fractures and contusions to raise her doctor’s suspicion, but when he confronted her, she wouldn’t cop to it. Too scared, is my bet. I mean, who’s she gonna turn to for help? Not the local PD, it would seem.”
 
   Delano gritted his teeth. Cowardly bastard, terrorizing a woman and child. Then another thought occurred to him. 
 
   “What about her family? If she just up and disappeared, and her husband is known to have a temper, why aren’t they clamoring about her disappearance? Is she in touch with them? She must be. I mean, if he’s a mean S.O.B., who’s to say he didn’t beat them to death and bury them in the basement?”
 
   “No family.” Eli tossed another document across the table. “She went into state care at the age of eight, when her mother, a single-parent, was shot dead at work.”
 
   “Domestic situation?”
 
   Eli shook his head. “Good guess, but no. It was a co-worker who’d recently been fired. He went postal, killing his boss and Lucy’s mother, and injuring three others.”
 
   “And she went immediately into foster care?”
 
   “Yep. And for two of those years — approximately age 11 through 13 — she stayed with a foster family by the name of Dickinson. Albert and Gail Dickinson.”
 
   Delano frowned. Albert Dickinson? “In St. Cloud? On the north side?” 
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “The same foster home where Ainsley lived for the better part of two years.”
 
   “Bingo.”
 
   Delano raked his hair back. All too easily, he imagined the two girls bonding, clinging together… “I guess that sheds some light on why Ainsley has sacrificed every disposable dime she’s earned for the last year and a half.” 
 
   “I guess so.”
 
   “Do we know where they are, this Lucy Michaels and her child?”
 
   “Do we really need to know that?”
 
   Damn Eli for his questions. Of course, that’s what made him so valuable. Delano met the other man’s probing gaze with a level stare of his own. “Yes.”
 
   Eli leaned back in his chair. “Why? So you can use the information to keep Ainsley in the fold, once she figures out she can’t possibly be infected? Or that you’re exploiting her for her genetic material?” 
 
   Delano felt the bite of his own nails in his palms, and forced his fists to unclench. “You seem inordinately concerned about Miss Crawford.”
 
   “Of course I’m concerned about her. But dammit, Delano, I’m just as concerned about you. I’m as passionate as you are about stopping these murderous bastards, but there’s a line beyond which you go at your peril.”
 
   Delano felt the anger rise in his chest, felt the blood lust rise with it, too. He clamped down on it. Hard. 
 
   Eli had been there, to that line he talked about, and maybe some distance beyond. And he’d somehow made his way back. He knew whereof he spoke. That knowledge tempered his words.
 
   “I appreciate your concern, my friend, but you can rest easy. I was actually thinking more in terms of being able to offer Ainsley an assurance that her loved ones would be safe. Because it occurs to me that if Mrs. Michaels found it necessary to go to these lengths to get free of her abuser, it’s not likely he’s going to shrug it off and move on with his life.”
 
   Eli rubbed his left temple. “Okay, you got me there. And no, we don’t yet know where she is, but it’s only a matter of time before our people find her.” 
 
   “So you do have someone on it?”
 
   “Several someones.” 
 
   At Delano’s uplifted eyebrow, Eli rolled his eyes. 
 
   “Let’s say I anticipated your answer.”
 
   “And Chief Michaels? Is he also looking for her?”
 
   “Oh, he’s beating the bushes for her, all right. And he’s got a few things going for him. Not only does he have the resources of law enforcement at his fingertips, but he comes from money, too. Lots of capital there to finance an ongoing search.”
 
   “But?”
 
   “But his pockets aren’t quite deep enough. He can keep a succession of PIs on payroll, and if he’s careful, he can abuse the police resources under his control. Together, that’s a pretty potent combination. But frankly, he doesn’t have enough money to crack open the doors we opened. If he finds her, it will be through a serious misstep on her part, and so far, she doesn’t seem inclined to careless mistakes.”
 
   “Good work.”
 
   Eli inclined his head in acknowledgement. “Would you like a report on my afternoon with Ainsley?”
 
   Before Delano could reply emphatically in the negative, the piercing bleat of alarm rent the air. 
 
   Both men surged to their feet.
 
   “Fire alarm,” Eli opined. He whipped out his radio and conferred quickly with security staff downstairs. Seconds later, he holstered the radio. “It’s the real thing. We got a small blaze on the second floor, and fire trucks on the way.”
 
   Dammit. “We’ll have to evacuate.”
 
   Eli cursed. “This reeks of Janecek.”
 
   “Don’t I know it. But we don’t have a lot of choice. So which is it? Up or down?”
 
   “Down.” Eli’s voice rang with certainty. “Even though we’ve got men up there, the roof would be the best spot to spring a trap. I say we take our chances on the street. Emergency Response’ll be here in minutes. Probably the press, too. Harder to ambush us in that kind of public glare.”
 
   Delano nodded. That would have been his call, too, but it was good to have it confirmed by his chief tactician. “I’ll round up Ainsley and keep her by my side. You marshal all hands. Except for the team on the roof, I want everyone on my Montreal payroll down on that street.”
 
   They hit the stairwell at the same time, Eli barking orders into his radio as he lunged upward, two steps at a time.
 
   In the penthouse, Eli called a “Meet you in the lobby!”, then took the second stairwell, the one that led all the way down to the ground floor. 
 
   Delano set off for Ainsley’s suite. He nearly ran into her, quite literally, at the door to her bedroom, avoiding a collision only by catching her by the upper arms. 
 
   Clad in a long t-shirt, her hair mussed, she wore the dazed look of someone wrenched from a deep sleep. “What is it? Are we under attack?”
 
   “There’s a fire on the second floor. We’ve got to get out of here until the fire department can contain it.” He pushed her back into the bedroom. Spying a bathrobe draped over a chair, he grabbed it and handed it to her. “Put this on. That’s a lot of steps down to ground level.”
 
   “Of course. Can’t use the elevator.” She accepted the robe and shrugged into it. “Just give me one more second.”
 
   “We don’t have time to fuss, Ainsley. Come on.” He tugged her by the hand but she resisted.
 
   “Wait! I need something for my feet.”
 
   He released her. To her credit, she located her runners quickly and shoved her feet into them. “Ready.”
 
   “Good job.”
 
   The reached the stairwell seconds later. 
 
   “Stay behind me,” he ordered. “But not too far behind. I want you no more than a step or two away. Okay?”
 
   She sucked in a breath. “We’re under attack, aren’t we?”
 
   “I don’t know. But the blaze on the second floor is real. We have to get out of here. Just stay close. I’ll keep you safe.”
 
   At the nineteenth floor, Delano growled. 
 
   “What?”
 
   “This is taking too long.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” she panted. “I can’t go any faster without risking a fall. I’m so dizzy from going around and around.”
 
   “Climb onto my back.” Already a step below her, he crouched slightly to allow her to clamber onto him.
 
   When she hesitated, he growled his impatience. “What, suddenly that’s too intimate? May I remind you of what transpired in my lab?”
 
   “Delano!”
 
   “On my back. Or it’s over the shoulder in a fireman’s lift. You have five seconds to make up your mind.”
 
   At Four-Mississippi, he turned to grab her.
 
   “Okay, okay! Turn around. I’ll go piggy-back.”
 
   He accepted her weight with a grunt, purely out of spite. In truth, she didn’t weigh enough to slow him down. “Hang on,” he cautioned, “but try not to choke me.”
 
   She did, in fact, nearly choke the breath out of him with her death grip around his neck. Of course, that might have had something to do with the speed with which he spiraled down the succession of flights. Even now, all these years later, he vaguely remembered how disorienting it felt to travel so fast, back before his faculties had acclimatized. 
 
   They hit the ground floor in under a minute. Delano knelt and let Ainsley slide off his back. She reeled left, straight into the wall — a reaction that had more to do with the speed of their descent than the bit of smoke they’d encountered around the third and second floors — and he grabbed her arm. Pushing the door open with the panic bar, he pulled her out into the lobby.
 
   “Del.” Her fingers clutched at him and she leaned back against the mahogany paneled wall for support. “I’m so dizzy. I think I’m going to be sick.”
 
   “It’ll pass in a minute, if you can hang in there. Just don’t close your eyes.” 
 
   Even as he offered the advice to Ainsley, his gaze swept the lobby. Eli was conferring with their security staff. Good. Judging by the way his orders came out in staccato puffs, he couldn’t have been too far ahead of them descending the stairs. Eli glanced up and saw them. He signaled to two officers and brought them over to where Delano and Ainsley stood, just outside the stairwell.
 
   “Delano, Ainsley, this is Bruce Shalvis and Bob Hayes,” Eli said. “Do me a favor and keep ’em with you at all times. The fire department’s just arriving, but don’t go outside until I deploy the rest of the troops, okay?”
 
   “You’re the boss when it comes to this stuff.”
 
   “Oh, and take one of these radios.” Eli handed Delano what looked like a walkie-talkie. “Channel’s open. You’ll hear me on it periodically. If you want to be heard, depress the button and talk.”
 
   Delano regarded the radio. “That’s it?”
 
   “That’s it.”
 
   A man in his element, Eli turned away, barking orders at the remaining security guards. In pairs, they peeled away and headed outside to take up whatever position they’d been assigned. When only one guard remained, a particularly tough-looking customer, he gave the okay for Delano and Ainsley to move out.
 
   Delano squeezed Ainsley’s hand. “You okay to put one foot in front of the other?”
 
   She pushed away from the wall, as though testing whether her vertigo had disappeared. “I’m good.”
 
   Despite her assurance, she stumbled a few times on the way across the lobby, but once outside, she seemed to regain her equilibrium. Immediately, someone from the fire department seized Delano’s arm. In French, Delano identified himself as the building’s owner. The fireman proceeded to give him instructions and accompanied by lots of hand gestures. 
 
   Delano clapped the other man on the back. “Oui, oui. Merci.”
 
   “What’d he say?”
 
   He took Ainsley’s arm and directed her across the street. The two security guards fell in behind, at a discreet distance. “He said we should be so kind as to get out of their way and stay back behind the perimeter they’ve set up until the fire is under control.” He gestured to the east. “Down there, where everyone is gathering. That’s where he told us to go.”
 
   “Didn’t he also say something about a hotel?”
 
   “You understand French?”
 
   “Not much, but even I can puzzle out l’hôtel.”
 
   He urged her into motion again. “You heard right. He suggested we find a hotel for the night, since it will take them a while to clear the scene. Until they do that, they won’t let anyone back in.”
 
   “And you agreed?”
 
   “I told him I was the owner of the building and I preferred to hang around to see how long it’s going to take.”
 
   “Don’t we need to get back in there? I mean, before sunup?”
 
   Irritation raked across nerve endings left raw by this unexpected development. Did she think he was completely helpless outside of his bedroom? Or lair, as she no doubt thought of it. “I can make do very nicely in a hotel room, as long as the black-out drapes are drawn and no one intrudes during the daylight hours to yank them open.”
 
   “But surely this place is easier to defend in the event—”
 
   “Un moment, Monsieur Bowen!”
 
   Delano glanced around to find a fireman approaching at a brisk pace. Maybe he had a situation report already. He signaled for the guards to fall back a few feet. The firefighter pulled abreast of them.
 
   “You have a report for me?”
 
   “More of a catch-up.” The fireman removed his helmet and tucked it under an arm. “How’ve you been, Dad?”
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 12
 
    
 
   DELANO MADE a hissing sound, exactly like the noise Ainsley’s attacker had made in that alley back in St. Cloud when Delano had saved her life. She recoiled, intuitively recognizing this to be a vampire-on-vampire confrontation, but Delano’s grip on her hand held her fast.
 
   “You’re no relation of mine, Janecek.”
 
   Janecek! 
 
   Ainsley’s already racing heart took another bounding leap. She cast a glance over her shoulder to see their bodyguards moving in. Thank God! They’d heard.
 
   “I’d call them off if I were you, Bowen. Unless you’d like the world to see an extremely bloody shootout play out on network television.”
 
   The bodyguards froze. Ainsley whipped her head around to see that Delano had thrown his palm up in an unmistakable stop sign for Shalvis and Hayes. Then she saw the gun in Janecek’s hand. Ainsley knew nothing about guns, other than what bullets did to flesh and bone, but this looked nothing like the compact pistol Delano had brandished in his lab. It looked quite capable of discharging enough automatic rounds to kill everyone. A glance back toward the high-rise confirmed that the local media had, indeed, arrived.
 
   “Come on, Delano, I just want to have a civilized conversation.”
 
   For seconds, there was only silence. Ainsley imagined she could hear Delano’s heart thudding. Or maybe it was her own. 
 
   “Hold your fire,” he said at last. “For now.”
 
   “Much appreciated.” Janecek bared gleaming white teeth in a smile, but he didn’t lower his weapon. “Like my new duds? I gotta say, it’s a little hot under this gear.”
 
   “Nice. Did you kill the fireman you stole it from?”
 
   “Nah. I just left him unconscious. He’ll be fine.” His shrug was barely perceptible beneath the bulky fire-fighter’s jacket. “Call it a late Father’s Day gift.”
 
   Delano’s hand tightened on Ainsley’s so hard, it was all she could do to keep from crying out. Then it slackened again. 
 
   “I am not your father.”
 
   “Well, how do you like that?” 
 
   Janecek fixed his gaze on Ainsley, facing her fully for the first time, and she caught her breath. 
 
   Dear God, he was stunning. Wavy blond hair that touched his collar, flawless skin, strong white teeth, dark eyebrows and green, eerily feline eyes.
 
   “But I guess you’d understand that whole foster parent thing, wouldn’t you, little one? So anxious to disown us.”
 
   Ainsley’s heartbeat faltered as she belatedly began to absorb the meaning of his words. Delano had fostered Janecek? His enemy? 
 
   “Del?” She glanced up at him, but his gaze was still fixed on Janecek.
 
   “What? You didn’t tell her about our relationship? I’m wounded.”
 
   “Why would I volunteer that information?” Delano spat the words out. “To think I kept your worthless hide alive, allowed you to reach maturity, and you repay me by preying on the vulnerable. It’s my deepest shame. One I hope to atone for some day, God willing.”
 
   Janecek snorted. “Did you hear that, Ainsley?”
 
   The creature knew her name! And, oh, sweet Jesus, he’d known she’d been in foster care. What else did he know? She looked into his glittering green eyes and saw the truth there. A lot. More, perhaps, than she knew herself. She sagged against Delano, clutching his arm.
 
   The creature transferred its attention back to Delano. “And you. I should think by now you’d realize your God has forsaken you.”
 
   “Just because you willingly surrendered your own soul doesn’t mean the rest of us have.”
 
   “Face it, Delano. After all these years, he’s forgotten you. He’s never going to come to collect your shriveled-up soul. You’re stuck here, locked inside your own personal, self-loathing prison of flesh.”
 
   Delano’s bicep bulged beneath her hands.
 
   “Shut up.”
 
   Janecek grinned. “Aw, come on, Dad, call me Radak. Just once, for old time’s sake.”
 
   “I should have left you in that monastery to starve to death after you killed the last of the monks.” 
 
   “Now that cuts.”
 
   “Look, if you’ve got something to say, say it, before a real fireman comes jogging over to see why you’ve strayed so far from the scene.”
 
   “Straight to the point, as ever.” When Delano held his silence, Janecek sighed. “I come to offer a truce. Give me what I want, and I’ll leave you alone in your lab to tinker with your toys.”
 
   “A truce?” Delano snorted. “And what would your price be for that?”
 
   Janecek’s odd eyes fixed on Ainsley. “The woman.”
 
   Beside her, Delano went rigid. 
 
   Dear God! They were talking about her. But why would Janecek want her badly enough to engineer this dialogue, unless he thought it would hurt Delano? 
 
   “Forget it.” Delano ground the words out.
 
   “Think about it,” Janecek urged. “I’m sure you’ve got plenty of her precious blood squirreled away by now for your experiments. You don’t need her anymore.”
 
   Ainsley put a hand to her head, battling a new surge of vertigo. Blood for his experiments? Her blood? Is that why he’d been drawing it daily?
 
   “You’re a killer. I wouldn’t turn a rabid dog over to you, let alone a human being. And even if I had no such scruples, I’d be a fool to accept your word that you’d keep the peace. I made that mistake once, which is the only reason you live and breathe today.”
 
   “Del, what’s he talking about?”
 
   Janecek laughed. “Don’t tell me she doesn’t know!”
 
   Delano growled.
 
   “Oh, this is priceless! He really didn’t tell you?” He threw back his head and laughed again.
 
   “Del?”
 
   “Later, Ainsley,” he said, keeping his gaze locked on Janecek. “You’ve had your answer. I’ll give you nothing, save perhaps a hypodermic dart full of that vaccine I’ve got cooking.”
 
   Janecek’s face went hard. “You’re a fool, Delano. A fool on a misguided mission. You’d be so much happier if you’d just embrace your nature. Do you never grow weary of fighting it?”
 
   “I never lose sight of who the enemy is. It’s you and predators like you.”
 
   Janecek’s mouth curved in a smile that was almost gentle. Pitying. “Is it? Is it really?”
 
   Then he seemed to melt away. Ainsley blinked. Of course. He could move as fast as Delano. As fast as her attacker had back in that alley.
 
   “Boss?”
 
   Shalvis and Hayes were poised to pursue Janecek, on Delano’s word. 
 
   He shook his head. “Forget it. You’d never catch up.” 
 
   Gone. Thank God. Ainsley shuddered. Except now there were all these questions. Ugly questions, the answers to which she knew were going to change her. Possibly even destroy her. “Delano?”
 
   “I’ll answer all your questions. Just not now.” Without glancing down at her, he lifted the radio to his mouth. “Did you get any of that, Eli?” He released the button he must have been pressing for the whole exchange.
 
   “All of it,” came Eli’s voice. “And let me say, quick thinking. That heads-up allowed us to run interference with the media to keep them off you.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   “Now get your butts over here. Our guys have spotted some of Janecek’s soldiers. We need to circle the wagons.”
 
   Delano pocketed the radio. “Come on. You heard him.”
 
   Ainsley fell into step, and this time she had no trouble keeping up, a combination of anger and fear fuelling her limbs. 
 
   Her blood. He was using her blood for something. 
 
   Was it because she’d been bitten but not yet turned? Did he need the blood of a victim in transition? 
 
   Transition. 
 
   God, she’d almost forgotten about the possibility of infection. Okay, maybe not forgotten. It was hard to forget when she had to roll up her sleeve twice a day, but the regular negative results had lulled her into a sense of security. 
 
   And why had Janecek tried to bargain for her? For her blood? Could he want it, too? But why? Or had he made the offer just to taunt Delano? The latter, she suspected. He had to have known Delano wouldn’t deal a human life for any kind of favor. If Delano had in fact fostered Janecek, he had to understand that much about him. 
 
   She longed to grab Del’s arm, make him stop, make him answer her questions now, but if Eli said they were still in danger, they couldn’t afford that kind of distraction.
 
   As they neared the knot of people, the outer ring opened to admit them — Delano, followed by Ainsley, then the two security officers. 
 
   Eli stepped forward and clapped Delano on the back. “Good thinking, transmitting that exchange.”
 
   “Squeezing that transmission button had a dual purpose, I assure you,” Delano said grimly. “It kept me from going for the bastard’s throat.” 
 
   Eli turned to Ainsley. “You okay?”
 
   His gaze slid over her face without ever really meeting her eyes, and the other shoe dropped. 
 
   He knew. Eli knew what Delano’s real interest was in her. Oddly, she felt closer to tears than she had when she’d challenged Delano. She’d always known Delano was keeping something from her, but somehow she’d trusted Eli to be straight with her.
 
   She glared at him. “Do I look okay, Eli?”
 
   He mumbled something about it being a rough night all the way around, then turned back to Delano. 
 
   “How the hell did he get in? He must have gotten past the guards in the lobby to get to the second floor to start that blaze.”
 
   “He could have hired someone to start it,” Delano said.
 
   “But he had to have been inside the building to have surprised that fireman and strip him of his turn-out gear.”
 
   “Speaking of which, do we know if he’s okay? The fireman he suckered?”
 
   “He’s fine. The guys we sent over there to distract the media just reported that he was hauled out. They’ll evacuate him in an ambulance any minute.” 
 
   As if on cue, a siren started up and an ambulance nudged its way onto the street, before accelerating and quickly disappearing.
 
   “But how’d he get past the guards?”
 
   The sound of the ambulance’s siren had started to fade. Delano stood looking after it. “Glamour.”
 
   “Glamour?”
 
   “Yeah. A cheap parlor trick. All vampires use it, to some extent, to look more normal, to fit in, to fade into the background a bit. It works great for most people, who see what they expect to see. But for Janecek to have slipped past guards who are watching for him…” Delano shook his head. “He must have cultivated a talent far beyond anything he possessed when I knew him.”
 
   Eli swore. “Does this mean he can slip past our check points whenever he likes?”
 
   Delano shook his head emphatically. “Highly doubtful. You need a certain degree of willingness on the part of the person fooled before the trick can work, and after this incident, everyone will be on high alert. Having said that, I don’t think we should take any chances. From now on, I want a vampire at every post for the night shifts.”
 
   Eli coughed. 
 
   “Do you have a problem with that?”
 
   “I hope you’re not suggesting we replace our agents altogether?”
 
   “Of course not. They’d be in addition to the current complement.”
 
   “I presume they’d be civilians, for lack of a better word. No tactical training?”
 
   “They won’t need tactical training to see through a vampire glamour. No matter how slick young Radak has gotten, he’ll never slip by another vampire.” 
 
   Ainsley put up her hand. “Ah, excuse me?”
 
   Both men turned to frown at her, which she chose to interpret as leave to interject. “Umm, if Janecek couldn’t fool a vampire, how come he got right up to us tonight without you sensing him, Delano? Unless, of course, your own power is waning while Janecek’s is growing?” 
 
   There was a collective hiss of indrawn breath from the men who circled them. 
 
   Delano’s face in the harsh streetlight looked carved from stone. “I know you’re angry, Ainsley, so that was a free shot. But I assure you, my powers are as potent as the day I was made.” He turned back to Eli. “Perhaps it was the clothing?”
 
   Eli nodded vigorously. “Of course. There’d be Kevlar in the turn-out suit, and it looked like he had a hot shield around his neck, not to mention a helmet. Maybe all that shielding was sufficient to muffle his vamp vibe.”
 
   “Sounds reasonable.”
 
   “Okay, we’ll add excessive shielding to the list of flags. From now on, anybody wearing more than a summer-weight business suit gets an extra-hard look. Firemen, riot police, hell, the fuckin’ Marlboro Man if he’s wearing an oilskin duster. I’ll spread the word.”
 
   They went on to discuss where Janecek’s operatives had been spotted, the situation on the roof, and so on, but Ainsley listened with only half an ear. Her brain was too busy going over the confrontation with Janecek, dredging up every word that had been said. 
 
   Delano was using her. There could be no other conclusion. And everyone seemed to know about it — Janecek, Eli, and who else? The security staff? Her personal bodyguard? Everyone but stupid, unsuspecting Ainsley? 
 
   Well, she was going to get to the bottom of it tonight. Come hell or high water, she’d have her answers before the sunrise chased Delano to his bed.
 
    
 
   Delano found his gaze straying more and more frequently to Ainsley as he listened to Eli. They’d been cleared to go back into the building, but Eli had insisted a tactical team go in first to search and secure every floor, just in case Janecek wasn’t the only vampire who’d gotten past their checkpoints. Delano had hoped the long wait might give Ainsley an opportunity to cool down, but she hadn’t shown much sign of it.
 
   He stole another glance at her. Nope, no cooling off happening there. If anything, she looked to have whipped herself up, imagining God knows what nefarious plots. 
 
   Too bad the truth was going to be so much worse than anything she might have conjured.
 
   Eli’s radio squawked and he answered it. 
 
   “Looks like we’re cleared to go back in,” he said.
 
   Ainsley smiled, a cool, frightening thing any vampress would have been proud of. “Splendid.” 
 
   Delano sighed. The hour of reckoning was upon him. 
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 13
 
    
 
   BACK AT the penthouse, Eli insisted they stick with him while he did his own thorough check, notwithstanding that the whole building had already been searched and cleared. Delano should have been grateful for the reprieve, but now he just wanted it over. 
 
   “It’s clear.”
 
   “Thanks, Eli. Now if you’ll excuse us?”
 
   He grimaced. “Not quite yet, I’m afraid. I need to clear the lab, as well, since it has direct access to the penthouse.”
 
   This time Delano and Ainsley stayed put while Eli descended the stairs alone to search the 28th floor. As soon as his footsteps faded, Ainsley broke away. 
 
   “I need to make some tea.”
 
   “Fine. I’ll join you in the kitchen when Eli’s through.”
 
   She marched toward the kitchen with her head held high, giving no sign that she heard him. He sighed. This waiting hadn’t done her nerves any more favors than it had done his, it would seem.
 
   Eli emerged from the stairwell, immediately plugging a code into the alarm panel on the wall to prevent it from sounding. “Clean as a new penny,” he declared. “And now, while there’s a few hours of darkness left, I’d better go out, see if I can’t recruit some vampire eyes to help staff security checkpoints tomorrow night.”
 
   “Good plan. And while you’re at it, you’d better outfit them with uniforms so they can blend in better with the other guards. They’ll have to drop their own glamours for optimal performance, but that will make them stand out like neon in the dark. The uniform will help camouflage them.”
 
   “You got it, boss.”
 
   At last, Eli left. Delano headed for the kitchen, where he found Ainsley seated at the small cherry wood pedestal table. His heart squeezed as he took in the line of her back as she sat bent over her cup. She’d pulled all that blond hair to one side, exposing her nape. Was there anything in the world more beautiful? More achingly vulnerable?
 
   She sat up sharply. “Finally.”
 
   There was nothing vulnerable or soft about her tone.
 
   “Is that tea hot?” 
 
   She blinked. “You drink tea?”
 
   He brushed past her and helped himself to a china mug. “Once in a while I like to remind myself what a steaming beverage feels like sliding down my throat, what the tannins feel like in my mouth.”
 
   Her face softened momentarily, then the line of her jaw hardened again. “Don’t try to play me. Just sit down and start talking.”
 
   “I think what I promised was that I’d answer all your questions.” He filled his mug, sat down and inhaled the steam from the pale brew. Peppermint leaves, ginger root, chamomile flowers and something more. Definitely an herbal concoction designed to calm the nerves. Too bad there’d be no uptake of those soothing ingredients as the fragrant liquid made its way through his system. He glanced up at her. “I promise to answer them truthfully.”
 
   Her eyes narrowed. “Does this mean if I don’t ask the right questions, you’ll withhold information?”
 
   “I’m confident you’ll have a comprehensive picture of the situation when we’re done.”
 
   She sat up straighter in her chair. “Okay, we’ll do it your way. Why do you want my blood? He said you were using it for experiments.”
 
   “I believe your blood holds the key for the vaccine I’ve been trying to develop.” 
 
   “Why? Because I was bitten? Because I’m in transition? Or maybe because I’m not? Did I resist infection, and that’s why you want my blood?”
 
   “No. It has nothing to do with the fact that you were bitten.”
 
   “The daily blood samples? Are you still testing them for antibodies?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “No? Why not? Has the risk passed?” The furrow in her brow deepened. “And if you’re not testing my blood for the virus, then why bother draw—”
 
   He held up a hand to stop her. “Listen to me, Ainsley. There never was any risk of infection.”
 
   Her face paled. “What did you say?”
 
   “There was never any risk of infection. None whatever.”
 
   Her mouth opened and closed, opened again, but nothing came out.
 
   He dropped his gaze to his mug once again. 
 
   “Yes, I lied to you. There it is. I led you to believe you might have been exposed to the virus, when in fact, it was out of the question.” His grip on the mug tightened until he realized he was in danger of crushing it. Carefully, he unclenched his hand. 
 
   “You lied?”
 
   He heard the scrape of her chair as she pushed it back from the table, but still he didn’t lift his gaze from the steaming amber liquid in the mug before him. 
 
   “Yes, I lied. You see, it’s impossible to contract the virus if a vampire merely feeds from you. The pressure of your arterial blood far outstrips the pressure in his venous system. In order for Edward Webber to have infected you, he would have had to abandon your carotid artery and staunch the bleed with a self-secreted coagulant. He would then have bitten your jugular vein, exerting enough positive pressure to infuse a very small amount of his vampiric blood into yours, after which he would have closed that second wound. You’d have been left with no visible evidence of the attack, but the transition would have started within four to six hours, culminating within twenty-four to thirty hours.”
 
   “It’s all been a lie?”
 
   At her shaky tone, he looked up, meeting her wide, shocked eyes. 
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   The simple question raked at his conscience with vicious talons. He shrugged. “Because I needed your blood.”
 
   “You needed my blood?”
 
   He made no reply.
 
   “Well, it looks like I made it easy for you, didn’t I, getting attacked like that right outside your—” 
 
   She leapt up. Delano shot a hand out to catch her chair, saving it from crashing to the tiled floor. 
 
   “Omigod! You engineered that, didn’t you? So I would fall into your hands, giving you a plausible reason to draw my blood twice a day for all these weeks.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Her chest was heaving now, as though she’d run up every one of the twenty-nine flights to this penthouse instead of having ridden the elevator. 
 
   “I can’t believe this. You put me in the path of that monster? You had no right!”
 
   “You’re quite right. And I’m sorry for your pain and worry, but I had no option.” Much as he wanted to let his gaze slide away, he held her furious glare. “Don’t you see? I had to take a broader view.”
 
   “A broader view? Delano, this is my life. My health, my livelihood—” She broke off, but her eyes no longer seemed to see him. “The hospital… Did you have anything to do with that? Did you engineer my dismissal? Answer me, dammit!”
 
   “No!”
 
   But she wasn’t listening.
 
   “Omigod, of course you did!”
 
   Her gaze had come back into focus once more, and he felt the full weight of it. “Dammit, Ainsley, I had nothing to do with any of that business at the hospital. I swear. Didn’t I promise to answer all your questions truthfully?”
 
   “It makes so much sense now.” 
 
   Delano pushed his own chair back and surged to his feet. “On my wife’s grave, I had nothing to do with your dismissal.”
 
   “You got me fired, then dangled this so-called job in front of me when I was at my most desperate—”
 
   Her gaze still looked inward, and he knew he hadn’t reached her. Dammit, she had to listen to him.
 
   “I did no such thing! You think I arranged for you to notice the anesthetist was siphoning off the product? And for you to blow the whistle on him?”
 
   “Why not? You seem capable of orchestrating anything.”
 
   “That’s ludicrous. Next you’ll accuse me of somehow engineering your friend’s flight from her abusive husband, thereby putting you in the financial bind that placed you at my mercy. I am not God, Ainsley. I am not responsible for every aspect of your predicament. I may have taken advantage of it, but I didn’t create it.”
 
   She drew her next breath in on an agonized hiss and he realized his error. 
 
   “Goddamn you, Delano.” 
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 14
 
    
 
   AINSLEY SAW by his expression that he realized his mistake. He hadn’t meant to give that away.
 
   “I’m sorry,” he said. 
 
   “Sorry?” She heard her voice rising, but there was nothing she could do about it. “Sorry? You think that makes me feel better?”
 
   “Of course not. But if you’d—”
 
   “You said you didn’t know why I needed the money. You said you didn’t care. But I guess you lied about that, too, didn’t you?”
 
   “No. I didn’t lie about that. Not at first. But circumstances have—”
 
   “I can’t believe this. You’ve invaded my life like a choking, noxious fucking … weed!” She could hear her own breathing, ragged breaths as though she’d been running. “You investigated me within an inch of my life, and decided I was the perfect patsy. Then you dangled me in front of that creature — a serial goddamn killing monster! — so you could ‘rescue’ me, then harvest my blood under the pretense of helping me.”
 
   “Yes, I did those things, but—”
 
   “Then you jeopardized my life again by keeping me under your roof in St. Cloud. Good Lord, I could have been killed when Janecek attacked that night! Then you dragged me here, where I’ve been living virtually under lock and key for these past weeks, unable to go anywhere without a bodyguard breathing down my neck.” Her fists clenched and unclenched with impotent rage. “And still I was naively rolling up my sleeve for you twice a day. Do you have any idea—” 
 
   Her voice broke and she had to swallow a few times before she could continue. 
 
   “Can you for one goddamn minute imagine how terrified — I mean, how scared-to-the-bone I was, thinking I might turn into a beast like the one who attacked me?”
 
   If she hadn’t been watching closely, she might have said his flat expression remained unchanged, but she saw the flash of agony deep in his eyes. Good. He deserved to suffer. He’d hijacked her life! 
 
   “Now, your friend Janecek knows who I am. Shit, he knows where I am. And he seems to want me.”
 
   “We can protect you.”
 
   Ainsley plunged on, ignoring his assurance. “Could you explain that for me? What is it that suddenly makes me the prize in your deadly little father/son war?”
 
   Delano brought his hand down on the table with a resounding thump. “Once and for all, he is not my son! I wish to God I’d left him to die, a nine-year-old monster.” 
 
   “I wish you had, too! Because now he’s an adult monster and he wants me. What I want to know is why?”
 
   “Your blood.” 
 
   Delano rubbed his forehead as though trying to erase a headache. She hoped, rather viciously, that it was a migraine.
 
   “Oh, yes, my blood. We’re back to that. Okay, let’s have it. What’s so special about my blood that every vampire wants it? For God’s sake, I’m A positive, the same as a quarter of the population.”
 
   His face darkened. “I’m the one who wants your blood, Ainsley. Janecek just wants you dead.”
 
   Despite herself, she put a hand to her mouth. “Dead? Why?”
 
   “Remember I told you about those rare people with the anti-vampire agent in their blood, dating back to the earliest history of vampires?”
 
   Oh Jesus oh God oh no. “I’m one of them.”
 
   “I’m afraid it’s worse than that,” he said softly. “I believe you’re the last of them.”
 
   “No!” She shook her head. “No way. That can’t be.”
 
   “The gene was confined to the Merzetti family, a small clan with its roots in Sicily. The family was reputed to have been hunted down and eradicated by vampires centuries ago, but isolated tales persisted throughout time of the Merzetti Effect.”
 
   “The Merzetti Effect?”
 
   “If a rogue fed on a member of the Merzetti clan, he died.”
 
   “But I’m no Merzetti. Hell, I’m not even Sicilian! Look at me.” She lifted a fistful of white-blond hair and thrust it toward him. “I can’t be Sicilian.”
 
   Delano smiled sadly. “All the Merzetti’s of this strain were fair-haired and fair-skinned. I’m afraid it made your ancestors very easy to hunt in your homeland.”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Yes. There can be no doubt. You carry the Merzetti gene.”
 
   Ainsley’s mind whirled. “But you said they were all hunted down and killed. If that’s the case, how do you explain me?”
 
   “For thirty years, I studied the Merzetti family. I pored over ancient records, studied the local lore. From every angle I examined it, it appeared that one Merzetti female — the teenaged Gabriella — was unaccounted for. I theorized that she’d escaped.”
 
   “It took you thirty years to figure that out?”
 
   “I’m afraid we’re talking about an era that predates reliable vital statistics and searchable databases. I had to put it together from family bibles, church records, graveyard markers, old diaries, scraps of gossip, folk tales, you name it. The information I uncovered eventually led me to North America, where I’ve spent a good deal longer than thirty years searching for Gabriella’s offspring. Unfortunately, even as the search tools got better, the trail itself got colder.”
 
   It brought it all home, somehow, the reality of it all, listening to this man, who routinely made use of gene mapping technology in his high-tech lab, calmly discuss the cruder tools he’d had to work with a century ago. Ainsley wet lips gone suddenly dry. “And the trail got colder why? Because of the sheer size of geographic area to be searched?”
 
   “That was a challenge,” he allowed, “but not the biggest one. The main impediment was the propensity for the Merzetti women to bear only daughters, whom they have a habit of abandoning, immediately and anonymously, to foundling homes. And those daughters go on to have daughters of their own, which they promptly abandon to foster care. Thus the Merzetti name has long been lost to Gabriella’s descendants. And as a consequence, I’ve had to trace every female foundling abandoned on a church step or shelter in every city, town and village, for the last hundred years.”
 
   No, no, no! Ainsley put her hands to her ears to shut out the sound of his voice. It couldn’t be. It just couldn’t.
 
   In the next instant, Delano was there, pulling her hands down. “I know you don’t want to hear this, Ainsley, but you must. Somehow Janecek has figured out who you are. And now that he knows, the clock is ticking.”
 
   “But how?”
 
   “How did he figure it out? He lived with me for a time. While he showed no particular interest in my work, I expect he was cognizant of the nature of it.”
 
   “No, those women! How could they give up their babies?” A tear broke from her eyelash and streaked down her right cheek. 
 
   Delano’s grip on her wrists softened. “They had no choice. It was imperative for the survival of the bloodline. The offspring had to be hidden.” 
 
   She gripped his wrist now, her fingers digging fiercely into his flesh. “But how would they know? The foundlings … if they never knew their mothers, never heard this story, how could they possibly know of the danger to their offspring? What would possess them give up their own daughters?”
 
   “Somehow the instinct was born in them, and thank God for that miracle. Else there’d be no hope of a successful vaccine.”
 
   Oh, this was too much. Too fast. Too awful. It couldn’t be true. She released her grip on him and stepped back, glancing wildly around the room.
 
   “Ainsley? What is it? Do you need something? A drink of water?”
 
   Yeah, she needed something. An argument to refute everything he’d said. She choked back a laugh. Lord, did she really think she was going to find one lying around the kitchen? 
 
   “Ainsley?” He moved closer. “Are you all right? Do you need to sit down?”
 
   “No.” She lifted an arm, both to fend off his concern and to prevent him from getting any closer. “I don’t need anything except answers.”
 
   He didn’t look persuaded, but he accepted her assurance. “Very well. Then ask a question.”
 
   She took a deep breath, exhaled, then another one. What to ask first? 
 
   “Okay, presuming all of this is true, how do you know if I actually carry the Merzetti blood? Huh? If I’m the first candidate you’ve caught up to on this side of the Atlantic, and if my ancestors on the other side of the pond were slain hundreds of years ago, how can you be sure?”
 
   “DNA retrieved from the skeletal remains of one of your ancestors confirms it. You are most definitely a Merzetti, from the port town of Licata, in provincia di Agrigento.”
 
   Nausea roiled in her stomach. “Oh, my Lord, you dug someone up? You dug up one of my ancestors?”
 
   Delano drew himself up to his full height. “Before you accuse me of grave robbery, it was all part of sanctioned research, I assure you. And yes, we obtained a legitimate exhumation order from the proper authorities.”
 
   “So that proves what?” She lifted her chin in challenge. “That I’m descended from the Lucata Merzettis?”
 
   “Licata.”
 
   “Okay, the Licata Merzettis, then. Great. Wonderful. If the DNA says that’s the case, I guess I’ll have to accept it. But who’s to say I have this mysterious anti-vampire agent in my blood? After all these generations, it must be well and truly diluted.”
 
   He shot her an offended look. “Of course you carry it. Do you think I’d have put you through all this if I weren’t absolutely certain?”
 
   This time, a sharp, hysterical laugh did escape. “Frankly, Delano, I don’t know what to think. I no longer have any idea what degree of manipulation you’re capable of.” 
 
   “Okay, I deserve that, I guess.”
 
   The words came out calmly enough, but she saw the way his hands clenched into fists. Good. She hoped his leashed tension was adding to his headache.
 
   “Damn right you do! And now you’re going to tell my why you’re so certain I have this agent in my blood.”
 
   He held her gaze. “Because when I located Edward Webber, he was already dying.”
 
   Oh, dear Lord. “Dying? Because of my blood?”
 
   “The short answer is yes. Though I’m not sure of the mechanism.”
 
   She laughed, a harsh sound echoing dully in the small kitchen. “The mechanism? I should think that would be obvious. He bit me and he died. Ergo, I killed him.”
 
   “No.” His eyebrows drew together in a fierce scowl. “You mustn’t think of it that way. If anyone should be held to account for that, it’s me. I’m the one who put you in his path. I’m the one — the only one — who knew what might result if he attacked you.” The timbre of his voice dropped down a notch. “Simply put, you were victimized, Ainsley. By both of us.”
 
   “I killed a man.”
 
   “You did not!” He seized her wrist again, using his other hand to tip her head up so his gaze could bore into hers. “Have you heard nothing I said? I killed him. Me. You’ve known it all along. I don’t know how, but that night as you lay in the hospital bed in my house, you knew I went in search of your attacker. And later, I confirmed that he’d been eliminated. Remember?”
 
   “You think I could forget that?”
 
   “You managed to find peace with that fact once, and you can find it again. Because I — not you — am solely responsible for his death.”
 
   “But my blood—”
 
   “May or may not have killed him.”
 
   She blinked. “But you said—”
 
   “Edward Webber died that night, but unfortunately, he fed again, several hours after he bit you. It’s entirely possible — perhaps even probable — that your blood merely caused a reversal of the genetic mutation. If that’s the case, the second feeding might be the one that killed him.”
 
   She tore her hand away from his to press both hands to a head that felt like it might explode if she had to absorb one more piece of information. 
 
   “I don’t understand. How could the second victim kill him?”
 
   “I ran blood work, Ainsley. He died of an acute hemolytic transfusion reaction. It’s possible that reaction may have been caused directly from infusing your blood. On the other hand, it’s entirely possible that the Merzetti agent merely reversed the vampiric mutation. If the reversal had already begun before the second feeding, he may have lost his ability to infuse blood regardless of type.”
 
   “Are you saying he might have died from a simple ABO incompatibility between himself and his second victim?”
 
   He nodded. “Simple but catastrophic.”
 
   She blinked rapidly. “So you really don’t know how this anti-vampire blood thing works?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Can’t we test it?”
 
   His eyebrows soared. “I’m sure you know there’s a limit to what we can do in a test tube. It needs to be field-tested. Ethically, the only candidates I’m prepared to try it on are serial killers who happen to share your A-positive blood type, pre-mutation.”
 
   Geez, did he think she was nuts? “I wasn’t suggesting you try it on our clinic patrons, for goodness sake. Of course it would have to be a predator.”
 
   He loosened his collar. “I’m glad we agree.”
 
   Agree? Panic made her stomach clench. “No! No agreement. I’m not agreeing to anything until I’ve had a chance to process everything you’ve told me. Am I making myself clear?”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   Thank God. Some breathing space to think about this stuff. The tension coiled in her muscles slackened ever so slightly. 
 
   Of course, “processing” this new information was a lot easier said than done. Right now, a lifetime didn’t feel long enough. On the other hand, she’d gone from thinking of vampires as mythical creatures to performing venipunctures on them, practically overnight. Amazing how quickly one could normalize the freakishly abnormal. 
 
   She wet her lips. “Okay, hypothetically speaking — because I haven’t agreed to anything, you understand — I have a technical question. Why would the predator have to be my blood type?”
 
   Immediately, she sensed his relief to be fielding a question that wasn’t rife with emotional landmines. Dammit, it was maddening how she could read him like a large print book on something as inconsequential as this, yet he could conceal the fact that he’d been playing God with her life for weeks now. What was that about?
 
   “Ainsley? “
 
   Belatedly, she realized that he’d been speaking, and she hadn’t absorbed a word. “Sorry. My brain went AWOL for a sec. Can you give that to me again, from the top?”
 
   “Of course. The mutation renders us — all vampires — universal receivers. We are not hampered by ABO compatibility issues, antibodies, or any kind of blood-borne pathogens. But if your blood — the Merzetti blood — does indeed reverse the mutation, we need to make sure it’s compatible with the attacker’s original blood type. Ideally, I’d like to see what happens to such a candidate — one who is prevented from feeding again — after being infused with your blood. If your blood is compatible with their pre-mutation blood type, and we still see massive hemolytic reaction, we can assume your blood itself is the lethal agent. However, if we see only a progressive reversal of the mutation with no hemolytic crisis, we’ll know it operates only to counter the mutation.”
 
   “But what about non-compatible…” She paused a moment to search for the right word, opting finally for Delano’s descriptor. “…candidates? Don’t we need to know what happens when they receive my blood?” 
 
   “We do.” He nodded. “Presuming it works the way I’ve theorized and produces a reversal in a compatible subject, we’d then proceed to test it on a non-compatible subject. Again, we’d have to ensure they didn’t feed again after infusing your blood. Then we’d need to see if they experience the same mutation reversal. Finally, we need to observe whether or not they experience a hemolytic reaction following the reversal, brought on strictly by your blood and no one else’s, and how severe that reaction might be. It’s entirely possible it might be manageable. Webber’s wasn’t; he’d just infused too much incompatible blood.”
 
   She chewed her lip. “Then what? I mean, I know you’d use the knowledge of how the agent actually operates to create your vaccine, but what about the predators we test it on? If I knowingly lend myself to this experiment of yours and someone dies…”
 
   To his credit, Delano didn’t try to minimize the risk. “It’s a distinct possibility.”
 
   “Couldn’t you … I don’t know … extract some blood and inject it into the subject’s veins with a syringe?”
 
   His face went carefully blank. “That would work just as effectively, and with the tactical squad Eli has assembled, they could no doubt locate a predator during the daylight hours and Eli could inject him while he was immobilized by the day sleep.”
 
   That sounded easy enough. Why hadn’t he suggested it before? She held his gaze, probing for his thoughts, but came up empty. No, not empty. He was shielding. Then it clicked. He couldn’t do it himself, since he couldn’t move about in daylight, and he couldn’t bring himself to require Eli to do it for him. 
 
   “Of course!” she said. “In that scenario, if the subject were to die, that would make you — through Eli — his active judge, jury and executioner. You’d pretty much be killing him in his sleep.”
 
   “Don’t worry about me. If that’s the way it has to be, that’s what I’ll do. Same goes for Eli.” He looked away. 
 
   “No! I’d feel worse. At least with Edward Webber, he attacked me with intent to kill. He got what was coming to him. Sort of.”
 
   His lips turned up in an uncommonly gentle smile, at least for him. “Come on, Ainsley. Do you think you’re going to sell me on the idea that you’re a fan of an-eye-for-an-eye justice? A proponent of the death penalty?” 
 
   “No, I couldn’t sell anyone on that idea, because I detest the concept of capital punishment. But in this case, he effectively killed himself, in the process of trying to kill me. Not to mention the second bite victim. I guess I can live with… Omigod!”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I can’t believe it didn’t occur to me to ask — what happened to the second victim?”
 
   “She escaped. Webber was too weak by that point to restrain her long enough to exsanguinate her.” 
 
   Thank God. “Well, there’s a break. Of course, the poor woman probably now thinks she’s nuts. To be attacked like that, and then presto, there’s no evidence left, and no one to explain it to her…”
 
   “Oh, there was evidence,” he said, his face grim. “Because the feeding was interrupted, there was no coagulant infusion and no sealing of the arterial puncture.”
 
   Ainsley blanched. “So, what? She staggered away, squirting arterial blood from her neck?”
 
   “Not a pretty picture, I know. But she flagged down a motorist, who called 911 and applied pressure to the wound until the paramedics arrived.”
 
   “Did they believe her? That she’d been attacked by a vampire?”
 
   “They believed that she was attacked, all right. By a nutcase who fancied himself a—”
 
   “Holy shit.”
 
   “Excuse me?”
 
   “Webber’s attack on me was interrupted. I distinctly remember lots of blood, on my hands, on my coat. It was all kind of pink, diluted by the hard rain, but I remember blood. He wouldn’t have had time to—” 
 
   She stopped mid-sentence, as the truth struck her. Of course. Delano. She felt a flush creep up her neck. 
 
   “You did it, didn’t you? You stopped the bleeding.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   She watched his gaze drop to her neck. Drawn there by her rising blush, or by the memory of that night? Suddenly, another memory jarred loose. The dark stranger bending over her, pressing his mouth to her throat…
 
   Oh, yikes! She closed her eyes. “I don’t suppose you used conventional medicine to staunch the bleeding?”
 
   A pause. “Would you like me to say I did?”
 
   She sighed and opened her eyes. “I might if I thought I could believe it. Of course, I’d then have to inquire how the puncture marks miraculously disappeared.”
 
   “I think you know what happened.”
 
   “I think I do, too.” 
 
   He’d saved her life. Of course, he was also the man who jeopardized it in the first place. The thought lent her voice a harder edge than usual. 
 
   “I hope you’re not expecting a thank you?” 
 
   “Obviously not. In the circumstances, I’d settle for you not staking me in my sleep tomorrow.”
 
   She blinked. “That really works?”
 
   “Staking?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “I should think so. Just not like on TV.” Again the smile, this time slightly self-mocking. “We’re fast healers, but perhaps not fast enough to heal that kind of catastrophic cardiac penetration wound. Without quick access to a cardiothoracic surgeon, I’d die just like you would.”
 
   “Dammit.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I’m never going to run out of questions, am I? Every time you tell me something new, I think of a dozen more questions.”
 
   He met and held her gaze. “Probably. But I’ll answer them all. Frankly, fully and honestly. That’s my motto from now on, at least as far as you’re concerned.”
 
   She felt another little sliver of her anger slip away. Damn him, how did he do it? For heaven’s sake, he’d practically kidnapped her out of her life so he could use her blood in his highly speculative, highly controversial research, without her knowledge or consent. 
 
   “Why didn’t you just tell me from the start? I’m a very reasonable person.”
 
   “Agreed. In fact, you have one of the most open, resilient, nimble minds I’ve ever encountered. It’s been a pleasure to work with you.”
 
   Hmmph, empty flattery. Except she couldn’t quite stop the flush of pleasure his words caused. She lifted her chin. “So why didn’t you tell me?”
 
   “Remember your state of mind at the time.” He took off his glasses and rubbed his eyes. “You were terrorized, your psyche stretched to the limit with what you’d had to absorb. Having just been so brutally savaged by one vampire, somehow I couldn’t see you agreeing to hang around with another one. Nor could I see you freely offering your blood to my cause.”
 
   Her mouth firmed. “So you made up the fiction of a possible infection.”
 
   He replaced his glasses. “Yes.”
 
   “Would you do it again, if you had a chance to do it over?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Just like that. Not even a pause. 
 
   Well, no one could fault him on his commitment. 
 
   “At least you’re keeping up your end of the deal, the being honest thing.”
 
   “I told you I’d answer any of your questions, honestly and completely.”
 
   He finally lifted his mug, which he’d thus far ignored, and took a sip of the cooling tea. It was, she realized, the first time she’d seen him drink anything.
 
   “Okay, here’s a question.” She fixed him with a fierce stare. “Why did you go prying into my past, digging up that stuff about Lucy and Devon? You said you couldn’t care less what my secret was.”
 
   “That was before Janecek got wind of you, before he figured out who you were. Now that he knows, he’ll be looking for a chink in your armor, something that makes you vulnerable. We — Eli and I — thought it was prudent to get to the bottom of it, purely from a defensive point of view. Clearly, you love this woman and her daughter like family, and Janecek will exploit that if he can.”
 
   Her breath stalled in her lungs. “Do you think he’s found them?”
 
   “No.” He shook his head. “From all appearances, he’s a few weeks behind us in terms of intelligence gathering, and we haven’t managed to find them yet.” His brows drew together. “You couldn’t help us with that, could you?”
 
   “You want me to lead you to them?”
 
   “If you can. I mean, we can find them, sooner or later, but I’m thinking sooner would be better in this situation.”
 
   Her stomach flipped as she thought about Janecek getting his hands on what amounted to her only family. She picked up the pen and note pad lying in the center of the table, wrote a number down and handed it to Delano. “This phone number is all I have, but I know it’s in Cuernavaca.”
 
   “Mexico?”
 
   “Yes, about an hour and a half south of Mexico City, according to the map I looked at.” She tossed the pen back down on the note pad. “So how does this work? You send a posse of security people to hang around 24–7 and make sure nothing happens to them?”
 
   “That’s precisely what we’ll do.”
 
   “Does Lucy have to know?”
 
   His eyebrows shot up. “You’re proposing not to tell her?”
 
   “Not really. Maybe. Oh, hell, I don’t know.” God, she was so tired and stressed. She felt like her gray matter was leaking out.
 
   “As Eli once pointed out to me, it’s easier to protect someone if they appreciate fully what the dangers are.”
 
   She rubbed her temple to sooth a ticking muscle that leapt to life there. “You’re right. She deserves to know. And if I don’t tell her, I’d be doing pretty much the same thing I’ve faulted you for. But God help me, Delano, how am I going to explain this? Where will I find the words to make this situation sound halfway believable? I mean, it’s like something out of a Hollywood B-movie.”
 
   His expression softened. “She trusts you, Ainsley. She’s already trusting you with her life and that of her daughter. You’ll find the words.”
 
   She chewed her lower lip. “I suppose.”
 
   “But it will wait until tomorrow afternoon or evening, when you get up. You’ll be more coherent after you’ve slept. In the meantime, I’ll have Eli get a team on them as quickly as possible. They’ll be safe.”
 
   “Thank you.” 
 
   He took her hand in his and squeezed it. “You’re doing the right thing.”
 
   It felt good, his warm, strong hand enveloping hers. Too good, dammit. She was still mad at him. She might never stop being mad at him in this lifetime. So why did he tug at her like this? 
 
   Because your emotions have been through the wringer.
 
   Because your body is still trying to cope with the cascade of physiological responses triggered by the shitload of adrenaline that hit the fan when Radak Janecek took off his fireman’s helmet and announced himself.
 
   Because you’ve tasted a tiny fraction of the mind-blowing pleasure you know he can give you. 
 
   She pulled her hand away. “Does your offer to answer all my questions have the same shelf life as Cinderella’s carriage, or can I take a rain check? Because I really don’t think I’m up to any more of this tonight. I need to crash.” To her mortification, her voice cracked. She laughed. “What am I saying? I’m already crashing.”
 
   His eyes darkened. “By all means, get some rest. There’s no expiry date on my offer. I’ll answer your questions whenever you like.”
 
    
 
   Two hours later, Ainsley lay in bed looking at the ceiling as the sky lightened outside, etching a thin line of light above and below her floor-to-ceiling blackout drapes. 
 
   She was numb from exhaustion, but every time she started to slide down that slope to sleep, an image of Janecek — beautiful and deadly — leapt into her mind, sending another jolt of adrenaline ripping through her system. At this rate, she’d never sleep, and she’d be even more of a wreck when the time came to pick up the telephone and call Lucy. Her friend would think she’d come unhinged.
 
   Dammit, enough was enough. Why should she cope with this fear alone? There were two men in this apartment, both of whom played a role in putting her in this predicament. One of them could damn well watch her back while she slept.
 
   She rolled out of bed, tugged on the t-shirt and boxers she’d earlier discarded in a fit of fury when they’d become twisted in the sheets with all her tossing and turning, and marched out of her bedroom. 
 
   She glanced down the hall toward Delano’s suite. The temptation to point her bare feet in that direction was almost too strong to fight off. 
 
   Stupid. He wouldn’t welcome her.
 
   Besides, what kind of guardian would a sleeping vampire make? Somehow she imagined the healing, age-erasing day sleep he’d told her about to be … well, deep and coma-like. Logically, then, Eli should be the better protector during daylight hours. 
 
   Not to mention that Delano was the one who’d manipulated her so callously. Eli, on the other hand, was just doing his job, and under protest, at that. According to Delano, Eli had voted to tell her everything. Granted, he may only have wanted to make the job of protecting her easier, but it still put him on the side of the angels as far as she was concerned. 
 
   Also, Eli was a much safer choice, emotionally and every other way she cared to contemplate it. She liked him. A lot. And she admired him. But her pulse didn’t leap jaggedly at the thought of marching into his bedroom and demanding that he move over so she could get some sleep. And her virtue, such as it was, would be safe with him. Provided, of course, that she wanted it to be safe. She had no doubt he’d rise to the occasion, so to speak, if she needed him to. But despite his obvious and earthy charms, she didn’t really want him.
 
   Yes, her virtue would be safe with Eli. 
 
   With Delano, however…
 
   Okay, Eli it is. 
 
   Except when she reached his room and pushed the door open, he wasn’t there. Judging from the undisturbed state of the bed, he hadn’t yet retired. She pushed her hair back out of her eyes. No problem. She would find him and persuade him to go to bed, at least long enough for her to get to sleep.
 
   Four minutes later, she conceded he was nowhere to be found in the penthouse, and she knew he wouldn’t be in the lab. Not without Delano. Reluctantly, she concluded he was still out taking care of the details that would keep them safe.
 
   Well, so much for that great idea.
 
   She headed back to her own quarters, but once outside her bedroom door, she stopped. Dammit, she just couldn’t go back in there to wrestle with the blankets and her own thoughts.
 
   She glanced down the hallway and felt that yearning again.
 
   Screw it. She’d just go look in on him. Just to satisfy her curiosity about the day sleep thing. 
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 15
 
    
 
   AINSLEY HELD her breath as she pushed Delano’s bedroom door inward. It swung open soundlessly on well-oiled hinges.
 
   Well, that answered one question. He obviously felt good enough about the penthouse’s security that he didn’t have a backup alarm system to alert him to intrusions into his inner sanctum. 
 
   And, damn, it was dark. Apart from the wedge of pale light stretching out on the carpet — she’d turned on a lamp in the adjoining sitting room — the bedroom was in complete blackness. Man, she’d thought her own bedroom was plenty dark. The one window in her room was heavily shaded to facilitate day sleeping, but it was nothing compared to this. Of course, this room was windowless, as she’d discovered that night she’d ventured in here to see what she could learn about her mysterious boss. 
 
   She stood in the doorway a moment, waiting for her eyes to acclimatize. Eventually, she made out the edge of bed, and there was the tall dresser, the one that held the framed photo of his long-dead wife.
 
   Treading carefully, she moved into the room, gliding up to the bed. She paused another moment until she could make out his form. He lay on his side, on the far side of the bed, facing the wall, like any man might in his sleep. Somehow, she’d expected something different. 
 
   Well, okay, she’d half expected him to sleep on his back, with his hands folded on his breast like vampires in the movies.
 
   She held her breath a moment, listening. There! She could hear his breathing. Deep and even. The sound was impossibly soothing, hypnotic. Oh Lord, if she could just lie there beside him and listen to his soft, regular respirations, she knew she could sleep.
 
   She swayed on her feet, weary beyond belief.
 
   Why shouldn’t she sleep here? What could it hurt? She’d wake up before Delano did anyway. She always rose well before him.
 
   She glanced around the room. Maybe she could drag that chair over, the one she’d fallen asleep in that night she’d come snooping. That way, she’d be close enough to hear the soothing rhythm of his breathing, yet she wouldn’t be invading his space so brazenly. 
 
   Except she didn’t want to sleep in a damned chair and wake up with a headache even worse than the one that pounded in her temples already.
 
   “Delano?” No response. 
 
   She called his name again, this time a little louder. Again, he didn’t stir, nor did his respirations change. 
 
   Well, that settled it. She could sleep here and he’d be none the wiser come evening. She’d rise while he slept, smooth the blankets back into place and be on her way. 
 
   Still, her heart pounded like crazy as she drew the lightweight covers back and perched gingerly on the edge of the bed, but he made no reaction to the depression of the mattress. 
 
   “Del?” murmured. Again, no response. 
 
   Carefully, she lay down on the bed, pulling the covers up to her shoulders. When he failed to stir, she let her breath escape on a sigh, rolled onto her side to face the door and drew her knees up. Finally, finally, she could sleep. She let her eyes drift shut and was gone in moments.
 
    
 
   The dream had him again. 
 
   He loved this time, the interval between the deep, restoring sleep that claimed him each morning and the full wakefulness that came with sundown. He loved it, and he loathed it, too. For in that short space of time, he slept almost like he used to sleep. Like other men slept. That’s when the dreams came. Yes, and the nightmares, too, sometimes. And as often as not, the dreams tortured him worse than the nightmares ever could. 
 
   This was one of those dreams, the kind he would pay for with a deep, persistent ache that would be with him for days. But God help him, he didn’t care. He just wanted to hang onto it as long as he could.
 
   This time, he lay on his back, with Ainsley’s body curved sweetly against him, one silky-smooth leg twined with his. And her skin! The parts that touched him blazed like a furnace against his own skin, and her scent, a potent mix of sandalwood and sleepy woman, filled his nostrils. Beneath the soft sound of her breathing, he heard the strong, steady lub-dub of her heart and the fainter but even more thrilling surge and whisper of her blood. 
 
   His member, already engorged, grew harder still. He lifted a hand to palm her unbound breast through the thin t-shirt she wore, and felt the tip harden. 
 
   “Delano?”
 
   “Ainsley.” 
 
   Effortlessly, he rolled her beneath him. 
 
   Oh, Lord! She felt so solid, so real, so warm. And soft in all the right places. 
 
   “Del! Wait! You can’t … I mean, we can’t—”
 
   “Oh, but we can.” Here in this twilight place, they most definitely could. They could do anything.
 
   He grasped the hands pressing against his chest, pushed them over her head and pinned them to the mattress. Then he took her mouth the way he’d been dying to do since he’d ravished her in the lab. But unlike that night in his lab, she just lay there, accepting the thrust and swirl of his tongue. 
 
   He adjusted his grip on her wrists so he could keep her arms pinned with one hand. The other hand he slipped under her t-shirt, gliding over the hot silk of her skin as he pushed the material upward until his hands closed on one bare, plump breast. “Kiss me back. Please, Ainsley.”
 
   With a groan, she caught fire beneath him, arching up into his aching hardness. And her kiss! At last, she fed at his mouth as avidly as he could wish. 
 
   His hand tightened involuntarily on her breast, drawing a high moan from between her lips. He swallowed the sound, letting it thrill him to his very marrow. 
 
   More. He wanted more of those sounds. He wanted to make her sob with wanting.
 
   Slowly, he drew his palm away from full contact with her breast, letting his fingers skate closer and closer to her areola, until they closed gently on the hardened nub of her nipple. 
 
   She whimpered, and again he swallowed the small noise. 
 
   More.
 
   Down her side, over her hip, along a slender thigh until he found the hem of the shorts she wore. Then around to squeeze her bare, oh-so-luscious ass. Sweet merciful heaven, could anything feel better?
 
   “My hands!” She panted against his mouth. “Let them go. I want … I need… Oh, please, Del, let me touch you.”
 
   Her words sent a bolt of excitement straight to his groin, causing him to surge against her. He released his grip on her wrists. 
 
   Her hands went to his head, shaping it, pushing his hair back. He levered himself up slightly so he could look at her breasts. Beautiful. Ripe, full, strawberry-tipped. Groaning, he bent to apply his mouth to one pink crest. Closing his lips around it, he lashed it with tongue, then suckled it. 
 
   She made a high keening sound. He would have shifted to her other breast, but she held him fast, demanding more. He obliged, licking, sucking, biting gently. Beneath him, she surged upward with unmistakable purpose. Oh, God, she was so hot, so responsive. 
 
   The blood lust rose, turning his vision dark and threatening to unsheathe his canines, but he reined it in, sending it the same message as he’d sent his throbbing cock. 
 
   Not yet. Not yet. 
 
   Sliding onto his side, he drew her with him. Her hands roamed his chest now, fingers flexing over muscle, raking through hair, palms spreading, exploring. Nails biting into flesh, thumbs scraping over a sensitive nipple, then soothing. Sweet Jesus, it felt good to be touched. 
 
   And to touch.
 
   Remembering why he’d rolled them, he slid a hand down her rump, then around between her thighs to cup the moist heat gathered there. 
 
   She lifted her knee to give him better access. “Del!”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “Touch me.”
 
   He urged her onto her back. “I will, sweetheart. Until you scream.”
 
   Delicately, his fingers found her slick heat, his thumb her swollen clitoris. When he probed her entrance with two fingers, she rose to meet him, surging against his hand. And, oh, mercy, the sobbing sounds she tried to swallow back! Another bolt of lightning shot through him. Grimly, he clenched his jaw to prevent his teeth from erupting. 
 
   Not yet.
 
   Her hips bucked harder, and her breathing grew ragged as he drove her up, up, and still further up. 
 
   “That’s it, my sweet,” he praised, watching the fierce passion on her face. Her kiss-swollen lips were parted, gasping air, her eyes squeezed shut, the cords in her slender neck standing out. “Reach for it.”
 
   She came then, in panting, sobbing joy. And once again he had to fight off the twin demands of cock and tooth. 
 
   Not yet, not yet. For God’s sake, not yet.
 
   “Omigod, Del. That was … that was—”
 
   He smiled into her eyes. “That was good, but you didn’t scream.”
 
   Before she could respond to that, he’d slid right off the bed, pulled her to the edge of the mattress, and knelt between her slender thighs.
 
   “Del!”
 
   “Relax.” He kissed her inner thigh, delighting in the way it trembled.
 
   “Relax?” The word came out as half laugh, half sob. “You really expect me to relax?”
 
   He laughed, letting his breath stimulate her most tender flesh, seeing her shudder. Lord, she was beautiful, sensitive, and so incredibly responsive. This, this was why he had to rein in the blood lust. 
 
   “Perhaps I should just say hang on.”
 
   And hang on she did. To his sheets. She buried her fists in the bedding, thrashing her head from side to side, crying out. This time, he made sure the ascent was slower and more deliberate. And this time, when she exploded in bliss, the room rang with her cries.
 
   He kissed his way up her body, savoring all the physical evidence of her orgasm. Trembling stomach, nipples tightened to rock-hard points, heart still thudding crazily, the flush in her neck and face just beginning to subside.
 
   Now.
 
   Roughly, he hauled her back up fully onto the mattress and covered her with his body, nudging between her thighs. She shuddered beneath him. 
 
   “Now, Ainsley.” He urged her legs wider apart, shifting until he found the moist heat of her with the tip of his cock.
 
   “Yes!” She bucked beneath him. “Now, Del.”
 
   He pushed into her. Oh, Lord, she was tight. Her muscles still spasming from her orgasm, gripped him snugly. The glide of her, the hot, wet grip of her flesh… Oh, Lord, he was losing his mind. He pulled out until just the sensitive glans remained buried in her heat, then plunged in again. And again and again.
 
   “Yes, yes, yes.”
 
   She wrapped her legs around him, rocking her hips, taking him deeper. He wanted to spin it out, make it last as long as he could, but her hands were on his back, her mouth hot on the point of his shoulder, his neck, wherever she could reach. The call of her blood rose, deafening now. He surged into her, harder, deeper, faster, until his control broke. With a guttural growl, he threw his head back and let his orgasm take him. As he pumped himself into her, his canines erupted. 
 
    
 
   Ainsley trembled as her internal muscles milked the last of his essence. Dear Lord, she’d died and gone to heaven. She opened her eyes to tell him so, only to see his face descending toward her neck, fangs bared in unmistakable intent.
 
   A jolt went through her, part sexual excitement, part terror. 
 
   “No, Delano! Don’t! You can’t.”
 
   As though deaf to her cries, he used his hands to angle her head, exposing her vulnerable throat.
 
   “Stop! Del, you don’t know what it’ll do.” Frantically, she pushed at his chest with her hands, but he was so strong. It was like trying to stop a hydraulic press. “Stop!” she cried again. “For God’s sake, it might kill you. Listen to me, Del. Where would we be then? Who’d stop Janecek? Who’d protect me?”
 
   His eyes, black as midnight, burned into hers. “Shut up, Ainsley.” 
 
   Shut up? Shut up? 
 
   Then he leaned down and pressed his mouth to her throat. She braced, expecting the hot, piercing pain of his cuspids, but he merely kissed her throat, grazing her skin ever so slightly with his teeth, tasting her skin, her pulse. She trembled. 
 
   “Del—”
 
   “Dammit, Ainsley, this is my dream, and I make the rules here. So be quiet, would you?”
 
   Dream? Oh, Christmas. 
 
   “You think this is a dream?” She caught him by the hair, and this time, he allowed her to hold him back. 
 
   “A very nice one. And in this dream, I’m going to find your carotid artery with my fingers, like so.” 
 
   One hand splayed on her neck, and she felt her pulse hammer against his flesh.
 
   “Then I’m going to sink my teeth into your lovely white neck until I hit that life-blood, which I’ll take straight to my heart. When I’m done feeding, I’ll close your wound, but even as I’m doing that, you’ll feel me swell inside you. And then … oh, then, my sweet Ainsley, I’m going to take you all over again. Only this time, you’ll feel what I feel and I’ll feel what you feel, and when we explode together, it will be like nothing you’ve ever experienced.”
 
   Involuntarily, her hips surged against his. Christ, Ainsley. Get a grip. The man thought he was dreaming!
 
   She tightened her fists in his hair. “Del, this is real. I mean, really real. And I oughta know. You just made me come three times, and you’re still inside me.”
 
   His eyes lost some of their fire. “Real?”
 
   “As real as it gets. Real as the phone call I have to make to Lucy when I get up. Real as the anger I’m still struggling with over the way you deceived me.”
 
   He cursed and levered himself away from her with shocking alacrity. Though grateful he’d finally gotten the message, she felt the loss of contact like an ache. To cover her vulnerability, she resorted to flippancy.
 
   “Well, I must say, I’ve seen smoother dismounts.”
 
   “Hell’s teeth, woman!”
 
   Hell’s teeth? What kind of a cussword was that? 
 
   “I was more concerned about your teeth.” Speaking of which, they had already retracted, but somehow he didn’t look any less menacing.
 
   “For God’s sake, why didn’t you stop me?”
 
   She pulled the sheet over herself and sat up. “Excuse me. I distinctly remember saying we couldn’t do this. You assured me we could.”
 
   “That’s because I thought I was dreaming!”
 
   “How was I supposed to know that? I thought you meant it was safe to … you know … fool around.”
 
   He made a strangled sound and ran his hands through his hair. It occurred to her that he made a very nice picture, naked.
 
    “Okay, let’s start here: what the devil were you doing in my bed?”
 
   She lifted her chin. “I couldn’t sleep.”
 
   “And you couldn’t pop an Ambien?”
 
   She glared at him.
 
   “What? You have a very tidy supply, right there in your medicine chest. I took pains to stock it.”
 
   “Argh!”
 
   “Come on, Ainsley, you’re a nurse. A nurse who was known to work quite a few extra shifts. Don’t tell me you’ve never resorted to a little chemical assistance to get the rest you needed between shifts.”
 
   “Go to hell.” Ainsley ripped the sheets from the bed and lurched to her feet, wrapping the material around her. “Why don’t you just admit that you sent your snoops into my apartment to find out every little thing about me. What food I eat, what clothes I wear. Christ, they even checked what underwear I favor. So I’m pretty sure they saw the meds in my cabinet. And yes, dammit, I take a sleep aid once in a while.” She finally managed to tie off the sheet above her breasts in a way that felt secure, leaving her hands free to prop on her hips. “I resent your suggestion I should have just taken a goddamn pill. I wasn’t suffering from your garden-variety insomnia last night, Delano. I was terrified out of my head. Every time I started to drift off, I saw Janecek coming for me, and it jerked me right out of sleep. I was worn out from battling stress hormones. All I could think about was human comfort. Companionship. Security. Contact. God, can you understand any of that?”
 
   “That,” he said, “is what Eli is for.”
 
   She’d been about to tell him she tried Eli first, but drew back. If that was his attitude, forget about it. It wasn’t Eli’s fault she was in this Godforsaken situation. Why should he be the one who had to hold her hand? 
 
   “That’s what Eli’s for?” She laughed harshly. “You make it sound like that’s in his job description.”
 
   He shoved a hand through his hair again and glanced around the room. “I have to get dressed.”
 
   But Ainsley wasn’t listening. She was putting two and two together and coming up with a disturbing answer. 
 
   “Omigod, that is in his job description, isn’t it?”
 
   He pushed past her to pick up a robe he’d left lying on the wingback chair. “Eli doesn’t have a job description.”
 
   Her mind jumped back to that first night at Delano’s house in St. Cloud, after the attack, when Eli nursed her. She’d asked him what else he did for Delano. His answer echoed in her head now. 
 
   Whatever he asks me to.
 
   She rounded on Delano. “Oh, this just gets better and better, doesn’t it? That’s why he took me out for that romantic little carriage ride through Old Montreal.” 
 
   “I wouldn’t know about any carriage ride.” He pulled the robe on and tied the sash with what seemed like excessive force.
 
   “Well, doesn’t that beat all? I’ve been squired around town by a paid escort. I think I can safely say that’s an all-time low.”
 
   “Ainsley, would you please—”
 
   “Please what?” She gathered the sheet tighter. “Please stop griping about little details, like how you paid someone to pay male attention to me? For pity’s sake, Delano, you could have just told me you didn’t want me that way.” 
 
   “No. No, dammit, I couldn’t.” He grabbed her wrist in a painful clasp and dragged her close enough to see the turmoil in his eyes. Then he released her just as abruptly and turned away. “I couldn’t.”
 
   She blinked at his silk-clad back. “Oh.”
 
   “Yes, oh,” he said, his voice tight. “God, Ainsley, the night in the lab when Eli interrupted us… I knew I couldn’t take the chance that we’d get carried away like that again. Your blood…” The muscles of his shoulders bunched beneath the silk of his robe. “To be so close, so intimate, and not take your blood … I just couldn’t trust myself.”
 
   “But you couldn’t tell me this, because then you’d have to explain why we couldn’t scratch the itch. And you knew I desperately wanted you to take my blood.” She twisted the knotted sheet at her breast. “Well, okay, I also wanted wild sex.” 
 
   “Yes.” He ground the word out through gritted teeth. 
 
   “Shit.” She massaged her forehead and sighed. “This doesn’t make it okay, you know.”
 
   “Believe me, I know. Nothing about this is okay.”
 
   Nothing? “I don’t know about that. I kinda liked the sex part.”
 
   His back did the bunched-muscle thing again. “That can’t happen again.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Why not?” He turned to face her. “Because it might kill one of us.”
 
   She paled. “Are you saying what we did just now … there could be lethal consequences?”
 
   He shook his head. “Highly unlikely.”
 
   “But not out of the question?”
 
   “Nothing is out of the question, since we know so little about how this works.”
 
   Her heart stumbled. “I thought you said the only way I could be infected was if you … I mean, if the vampire in question were to bite my jugular vein and infuse his own blood.”
 
   “Correct.”
 
   “So the fact that you…”
 
   He arched an eyebrow. “Ejaculated inside you?”
 
   Ridiculously, she blushed. “That doesn’t pose a risk of infection?”
 
   “No. Nor of pregnancy.”
 
   His tone rang with a certainty that reassured. Then it clicked. “So, I’m not at risk, but you’re not so sure about the other way around?”
 
   “We know so little. I mean, we have a fair idea what happens when your blood is infused directly into the venous system, but the rest…” He shrugged. “We have centuries of experience that says the vampirism virus is not sexually transmitted, but no such data on the Merzetti Effect.”
 
   “So my crawling into bed with you…” She swallowed. “What we did … what I let you do … it might kill you?”
 
   “Very unlikely.”
 
   “But not impossible?” 
 
   “Nothing’s impossible.”
 
   Her vision narrowed alarmingly and her ears started to buzz. Tinnitus. Vision disturbance. Anxiety. Jesus, she had to calm down before she stroked out.
 
   His voice cut through her panic.
 
   “…even in the unlikely event of transmission, who’s to say it would harm me? Maybe it would effect a reversal of my mutation?”
 
   Reversal? “Omigod, you’re going to have to type and crossmatch your meals for the next while, aren’t you?”
 
   “Don’t worry about it.”
 
   “Oh, I can’t believe I let this happen. 
 
   “It’s not your fault. Once you knew you carried the Merzetti blood, I should have been explicit about the risks of intimate contact.”
 
   She blinked. “I should have figured it out myself. Dammit, I’m a nurse! But any thought I did give to it was about my safety, and you’d said I couldn’t be infected… Oh, hell, I just didn’t think.”
 
   To her dismay, she burst into tears. 
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 16
 
    
 
   GOD HELP HIM, tears. Delano suppressed a groan. 
 
   “I need to find my clothes. I’ll get dressed and get out of your way.”
 
   “Ainsley, come here.”
 
   She dashed tears from her cheeks as she continued to search among the strewn bedclothes for her nightwear. “Dammit, where are they?”
 
   Whatever the circumstances, she’d just given him the incredible gift of her body, her passion, herself. At the memory, the blood lust clawed at his insides again, hot and urgent and vision-dimming. He forced it down. 
 
   “I said come here.” He took her hand and tugged her to his side. She held her body stiffly away from him, but he exerted enough force to pull her into his arms. For a fleeting moment, she continued to resist. Then she leaned into him, her arms going around him in a fierce grip. It made his heart threaten to crack right open. 
 
   “I’m sorry for yelling at you,” he said.
 
   She sniffled against his chest. Something told him his silk robe was never going to be the same, but he couldn’t care less. Unable to do anything else, he ran his hands over her back soothingly. 
 
   “I’m sorry, too,” she mumbled into his chest. “I can’t believe I put you at risk. I just didn’t think.”
 
   “Just so you know, Ainsley, I wasn’t the only one at risk.”
 
   She leaned back in his arms. “But you said I couldn’t become … I don’t understand.” 
 
   “I’m not talking about infection, which I assure you is out of the question.”
 
   “Then what?”
 
   “If I’d taken your blood, I might not have stopped in time.”
 
   “What do you mean, in time?”
 
   Her face was wet, her nose was red, and she looked perfectly lovely. He guided her over to the edge of the bed and urged her down on it, then sat down beside her.
 
   “I’ve been celibate a long time.”
 
   “Me, too.”
 
   He laughed.
 
   “What? It’s true. Which you must know, from your very thorough investigation.”
 
   “Not as long as me.”
 
   She lifted a corner of the sheet she was wearing and dabbed at the wetness on her cheeks. “How long are we talking?”
 
   “Let’s just say transfusion medicine was not what it is today the last time I lay with a woman.”
 
   “Omigod. That’s a long time.”
 
   “Indeed.”
 
   “Any particular reason you’ve tied that event to transfusion medicine?”
 
   “You’re very astute.”
 
   “What happened?”
 
   “It had been a long time. Many years, in fact. I lost control, took far too much blood.” He looked down at the carpet. “There was no saving her with the medical science available to me at the time.”
 
   “She died?”
 
   He glanced sideways at her. She’d gone very still. There but for the grace of God go I. He could practically hear the thought. And she was right to think it. He returned his attention to the carpet, where he noticed a long blond hair lodged in the fibers. He resisted the urge to bend and pick it up. 
 
   “Delano?”
 
   “She would have died, had I not turned her.”
 
   “Oh, Del. You made her into a vampire?”
 
   “Yes. The one thing I swore I’d never do to another human being. But what choice did I have? It was that or leave her to die. I didn’t even know if it would work, but it was the only way I knew to replace some of the blood she lost. And I knew the healing properties of the vampiric blood would take root quickly, if I could keep her alive long enough.”
 
   “It worked?”
 
   “Spectacularly.” He shot to his feet. “So, now you know.”
 
   Her hand darted out to grab his arm. “Hold it. You said you’d answer all my questions, fully and honestly.”
 
   “I can’t imagine what more you’d want to know about that.”
 
   She arched a brow. “Can’t you?”
 
   He scowled. Dammit, it was times like this he’d trade a decade — hell, a century — to be able to throw back a shot of bourbon and feel it hit his stomach like a fireball, soothing his nerves. 
 
   “So, why did it work spectacularly?”
 
   “It takes only a very small amount of blood to do the job. Rule of thumb, 15 ccs will do it. Any more than 25 ccs, you’re asking for trouble.”
 
   “What kind of trouble?”
 
   “The more blood you use, the more powerful the vampire you create will be. And the problem with creating a vampire more powerful than you is that often their first act is to destroy their maker.”  
 
   “Was she very powerful?”
 
   “More so than any vampire I’d ever seen, before or since.” 
 
   “Did she try to destroy you?”
 
   “No.”
 
   She held his gaze. “But you wished she would have?”
 
   His throat ached, and it had nothing to do with the thirst that was eating him from the inside out. “Yes.”
 
   Her eyes softened. “Did you love her?”
 
   He considered telling her it was none of her business. His promise to answer all questions surely could not be stretched to include this. But somehow, he felt compelled to tell her. Why that should be, he didn’t care to contemplate
 
   So he thought about Reina instead.
 
   “Love her?” He sat back down beside her again on the edge of the bed. “She was intense and sensual and generous and very lovely, but no, I can’t say I loved her. Not in the way you mean. But after that, we were … connected.”
 
   “A blood bond.”
 
   “Well, a bond of sorts, yes.”
 
   “Did she love you?”
 
   “Again, not like you mean. She might have thought so once, but she quickly learned she no longer wanted me. That’s the fate of all vampires — relegated to the dark, lusting only after creatures of the light.”
 
   “And where is she now? Do you still see her?”
 
   “She’s dead.”
 
   At his flat pronouncement, her lips parted on a gasp. “But you said she was very powerful. How … I mean, what happened?”
 
   His gaze rested on her flushed face. No, not flushed. Abraded by his beard stubble. Whisker burned. He looked away.
 
   “Power is no protection from depression. For some, the weight of the years becomes too much. There’s so much change to deal with, yet at the same time, everything remains the same. And so much loss. The years stretch out endlessly. For some, it’s beyond bearing.”
 
   “She took her own life?”
 
   He shrugged. “She stayed up to greet the sunrise.”
 
   She shuddered and he knew she was thinking about what he’d told her. Acute solar uticaria, followed quickly by anaphylactic shock. 
 
   “I’m so sorry.”
 
   “Me too.” 
 
   “Did she enjoy her life as a vampire?”
 
   He angled a look at her. 
 
   “Well, yeah, okay, she committed suicide, so she wasn’t too thrilled with it at the end. But what about before that? Did she hate it? Did she love it, but just got tired?”
 
   Trust Ainsley to ask the hard questions. “She was ambivalent about it. She certainly didn’t abhor what she was. Had she not had a deep fascination with vampires in the first place, she would not have wound up in my bed. And she certainly enjoyed her newfound power. But she didn’t ask for it. She didn’t actively seek the transformation.” He shrugged. “It’s hard to be wholehearted about it if the choice is not freely made.”
 
   “That sounds like personal experience talking.”
 
   “Funny, I thought it sounded like the end of a sad tale.”
 
   “Not quite. I have one more question in that vein before we move on.”
 
   “No pun intended, I’m sure.”
 
   She snorted. “Pure accident, I assure you.” 
 
   “Then probe away.”
 
   “Oh, Gawd.” She rolled her eyes. “More phlebotomy humor.”
 
   His gaze fell on her smiling mouth, still swollen from their kisses. Dear heaven, he wanted to kiss her again. And how stupid was that? He’d just laid out very plainly why they couldn’t go there again. Her face sobered, and he realized he was frowning fiercely. He forced his brow to smooth, his jaw to relax. 
 
   “Your question?” 
 
   “Her name … what was it?”
 
   “You want to know her name? Ainsley, she’s been dead now for decades.”
 
   “Yes, I want to know her name. You’ve been honoring her by telling me her story. Finish the job.”
 
   “Reina. Her name was Reina.”
 
   She took his hand. “Thank you for telling me.”
 
   “You’re welcome. Are we done here?”
 
   “Almost. Just one more question.”
 
   “Just one?”
 
   “Okay, one more line of questioning.”
 
   “Then make it quick. I get cranky if I miss a meal.”
 
   She dropped his hand and jumped up. “Oh, shi … shoot. I forgot. This’ll wait.”
 
   “Just sit down and ask your question, Ainsley. I’m not in any danger of expiring. In fact, I can go several days without sustenance before it really starts to take a toll on anything but my disposition.” 
 
   “You’re sure?”
 
   “Positive.” And a damned good thing, too, since he wasn’t going to be able to take blood for at least 48 hours. Ainsley presumed he could type and crossmatch his supper to avoid ABO incompatibility issues in the event the Merzetti Effect turned out to be sexually transmissible and triggered a reversal. Excellent reasoning. Except his mutation predated the pioneering work of Karl Landsteiner by almost a full century. Like all vampires, he was now effectively AB positive, the universal blood recipient, but God only knew what his original blood type was, pre-mutation. 
 
   “Ask your question.”
 
   “You got carried away with Reina because you’d been celibate too long, correct?”
 
   “A long time, yes.”
 
   “But why? I mean, if it’s as wondrous as you say — and I have no doubt it is — why would you cut yourself off from that? From what I’ve observed, you don’t seem to have any particular hang-ups about sex.”
 
   Her voice grew slightly husky as she delivered that last comment, and he almost groaned. Man, he had to get through this and get her out of here before they wound up horizontal on the bed again. Or maybe in some other position…
 
   He cleared his throat. “I married the woman I loved, and wanted no other.”
 
   Her mouth softened. “You stayed true to her until the end?”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “Even though she aged while you stayed young and virile?”
 
   “When I looked at her, I saw only the woman I married.” He dropped his gaze to contemplate his left hand, which still bore the very slight indentation from the wedding band that now sat in the jewelry box on his dresser, with Gitta’s. Like the length of his hair and the beard stubble on his face, it would persist, no matter what. He could take the scissors to his hair, shave his face clean, and plump that wedding band hollow with collagen, and look like a new man. For a single night. Because with one day’s sleep, all would be restored to its original state. 
 
   “To the end, she was beautiful to me. I appreciate that might be hard to comprehend, in a culture bent on turning adults back into teenagers, but it’s the truth.”
 
   She made a little noise, one of those “awwww” sounds that women made when they saw kittens or puppies. “Delano, that’s just about the most wonderful thing I’ve ever heard.”
 
   Wonderful, indeed. He was now on par with a puppy.
 
   He glared at her. “She stood by me when this affliction was foisted on me. The vampress who turned me counted on Margitta rejecting me in horror, but by some miracle she didn’t. You think I’d repay that kind of loyalty with the most base of betrayals?”
 
   “Of course not. She sounds wonderful. I’m sure I would have liked her.”
 
   She would, he realized. And Gitta would have liked Ainsley. The thought was oddly comforting.
 
   “Yes, you would have liked her. Everyone did. She was very strong, and incredibly brave. Can you imagine what courage it took for her to confront what had happened to me? To accept me?”
 
   “It sounds as though she helped you accept yourself.”
 
   “She saved me. Had she turned me away, I think I would have walked out into the next sunrise, to perish.”
 
   Ainsley took his hand. Oddly, he didn’t feel the need to wrench it back.
 
   “But she didn’t turn me away. She sheltered me. She told the townsfolk I suffered debilitating migraines by light of day, allowing me to practice medicine under cover of night. Which in truth suited many of my patients.”
 
   “I can imagine.”
 
   “And she nourished me. Between the blood she freely gave me and the blood I collected from patients seeking venesections, I survived quite handily, without harming a soul.”
 
   “Blood letting! I’ve read about it. Was it as widespread as historical accounts suggest?”
 
   “Fortunately for me, yes. It was especially prevalent among the wealthy, who practiced it as a preventative measure. Of course, it looks barbaric in this day of molecular medicine, but at the time, it reflected medical thinking.”
 
   “So you remained faithful to her until she died?”
 
   “And well beyond.”
 
   “And then?”
 
   “Then I succumbed to the blood lust. When Reina sought me out … well, you know the rest.”
 
   “Omigod!”
 
   “What?”
 
   “She was the first, after your wife died?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “And since then?”
 
   “Since then, I keep to myself.”
 
   She leapt up, clapping a hand to her chest to hold the knotted sheet in place. “Delano, you can’t be serious!”
 
   “I warned you I’d win the celibacy contest, hands down.”
 
   “But why? I mean, after that experience, I’m sure you would have exercised better control.”
 
   “Possibly, but I wasn’t prepared to bet an innocent life on it.”
 
   “So, just now…” Her gaze drifted to the bed. “That was the first time since Reina?”
 
   “And it wouldn’t have happened had I not been in the middle of the twilight sleep.”
 
   “Twilight sleep?”
 
   “A transitional stage between the day sleep and full wakefulness.”
 
   “What’s it like?”
 
   “The twilight sleep?”
 
   “The day sleep?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “How could you not know? You do it every day.”
 
   “It’s like a mini-death. I just … go away. The little I do know about it, I know from attaching electrodes to my own shaven head and recording EEGs.”
 
   She blinked. “Tell me about it.”
 
   “Not much to tell. In the first hours, the cerebrum might as well be switched off, so profound is its state of rest. But somehow, in that SWA state, all the patchwork gets done.”
 
   “SWA? As in slow wave brain activity?”
 
   “Precisely. It’s roughly comparable to your Stage 4 sleep, but we don’t cycle up to REM sleep and back down again through all the stages, as you would do three or four times in the course of the night.”
 
   “What do you mean by patchwork happening? The erasure of the day’s aging?”
 
   “Exactly. But there’s more. If I’ve cut myself, it will heal completely, leaving not the slightest trace. Hell, if I’ve cut my hair, it grows back. Shaved? Back comes the two-day stubble.”
 
   Her jaw dropped. “Really?”
 
   “Really. And let me tell you, it’s an eerie thing to watch at high speed on videotape.”
 
   “Then what?”
 
   “Then nothing, for about five hours. That’s how long we — or least I — stay in SWA. No dreaming, no awareness, no waking. But eventually we surface into something that approximates normal sleep, but it’s not really normal since it’s dominated so heavily by REM sleep. Whereas you might have three or four dreams a night, our dreams are packed into the last hour or two of sleep. At this point, we can be wakened. But as you can imagine, in a secure environment, I’m not accustomed to being roused before I waken naturally. Which is why I presumed you were just a part of my dream.”
 
   “I see. So I take it I must have been a frequent visitor in your other twilight dreams, and you just figured it was more of the same?”
 
   “Guilty.”
 
   “Guilty?” She laughed. “Delano, that’s the last thing you should feel. You hadn’t had sex since when?”
 
   He scowled. “That’s hardly an excuse.”
 
   She refused to be distracted. “Since when?”
 
   He looked at the carpet again. There was that blond hair. “1927.”
 
   “1927? Oh, fuck me!”
 
   “I believe I did.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 17
 
    
 
   DRESSED AGAIN in her t-shirt and shorts, Ainsley stole back to her own rooms. Mercifully, she managed the quick trip without encountering Eli. She couldn’t have dealt with that just yet.
 
   She started the shower running, stripped her clothes off and tossed them in the hamper, then stepped under the hot spray.
 
   Her body still tingled from their lovemaking. And when she closed her eyes to shampoo her hair, images rose to fill her mind. Delano’s dark head at her breast. His head between her thighs, driving her wild with his lips and tongue and fingers. Delano hauling her back up the bed as easily as though she were a rag doll, and God, there was just something so hot about that! His strength, the way he’d taken charge… He’d spread her legs, pushed into her without ceremony, driving her back up again to a third shuddering, helpless climax. 
 
   No doubt about it, she’d been well and truly ravished, unable to do much more than just hang on. Passivity was definitely not her usual style in the bedroom, but he’d taken complete control. Of course, he thought he’d been dreaming, and no doubt steered the dream accordingly. 
 
   What would it be like if they both went into it with eyes open, consciously choosing to make love?
 
   “Stop it, Ainsley! It’s never going to happen.” 
 
   Concentrating on the very excellent reason why they couldn’t indulge in sex again, she stuck her head under the spray and rinsed the shampoo from her hair. Briskly, she rubbed conditioner into the wet strands, resolving not to torture herself anymore. 
 
   But when she started to soap her body, more erotic thoughts crowded in. He’d said that if he took her blood, he would feel what she felt, and she would feel what he felt. If he were here right now, in the shower with her, and sank those fangs into her throat, would she be able to feel his intense arousal, amplified a hundred times by the infusion of her blood? And if he were to take the soap from her and run it over her breasts and between her thighs, would he feel the bolts of desire shoot straight to her core? And if she knelt and took his phallus into her mouth while the water beat down on them…
 
   “Argh!”
 
   Rinsing quickly, she shut the shower off, toweled herself dry. Completing the rest of her toilette quickly, she dressed and prepared to go in search of coffee. A glance in the mirror assured her she looked normal. Well, almost normal. She reached for her cosmetic bag and applied some foundation to smooth out a few reddened blotches where his stubble had rasped her smooth skin. There. Much better.
 
   Okay, coffee, breakfast — or what passed for breakfast at supper time — and more coffee. Then she’d call Lucy. 
 
   She started out the door, then stopped. Retracing her steps to the bathroom, she retrieved her t-shirt from the hamper. Pressing the soft cotton to her face, she inhaled. Yes, there it was. His scent. Before she could think too much about it, she folded the t-shirt, walked to her bed and slid it under her pillow. 
 
   There. Now breakfast.
 
    
 
   The conversation with Lucy was every bit as hard as she knew it would be. After the initial pleasantries, she said, “Remember I told you that my new boss was old?”
 
   “But hot, too, right?”
 
   “Good looking, I think I said. And yes, he’s very handsome. But getting back to the age thing, I don’t believe I mentioned just how old he was.”
 
   “What? Did you seduce him into your bed and give him a heart attack or something?”
 
   “Good Lord, no.” Except she had crawled into his bed, and it might yet be the death of him. She crushed the thought. “But he is considerably older than I led you to believe.”
 
   “Okay, so how old are we talking?”
 
   She drew a deep breath. “I don’t know for sure, but based on what I’ve learned this past month, I’m thinking he’s probably about 200.”
 
   Lucy laughed. “Okay, okay, I get the picture. He’s too old to be fooling around with. Now can we get to the point of this discussion?”
 
   “No, Luce, you don’t understand. He really is 200 years old.”
 
   A pause. “Ainsley, that’s impossible.”
 
   She closed her eyes and just said it. “He’s a vampire.”
 
   “Oh, God, I knew it. When you quit the hospital and took this job, I knew something was up, but I had no idea…”
 
   “Lucy—”
 
   “This is all my fault … the pressure of supporting me and Devon. I knew you were working too hard.”
 
   “Lucy, I’m not crazy. I mean, I know this sounds crazy, and I don’t blame you for thinking I’ve cracked up — or maybe that I’m hopped-up on crack — but I swear it’s true.” 
 
   “A vampire? A 200-year-old one? I’m supposed to just accept that?”
 
   Ainsley gripped the receiver harder. “Hey, I was just as skeptical as you, until I found myself on the business end of a pair of fangs in an alley back in St. Cloud.”
 
   “You were attacked by a vampire? Omigod, are you all right?”
 
   “I’m fine. That was almost a month ago.”
 
   “This vampire boss of yours … is he the one who attacked you?”
 
   “Oh, no! He saved me.” She opted to skip the bit about his facilitating the attack. “He drove off my attacker, then provided the medical attention I needed. Otherwise, I’d have died from the blood loss.” 
 
   “Ainsley, you almost died? And you never told me?”
 
   She hadn’t intended to tell her friend about any of this, until she’d learned about this whole Merzetti blood thing. Or rather, until Janecek learned about it, putting her friends in danger. “I’m sorry.”
 
   “I should hope so. Omigod, you almost died!”
 
   “But I didn’t, and I’m fine now. A hundred percent.”
 
   “Honestly?”
 
   “Honestly.”
 
   “Okay. Now, explain to me what it is you do for this … um … vampire boss of yours.”
 
   “He really is a legitimate clinical researcher. His aim is to develop a vaccine to drive these predators off the streets.”
 
   “But you said he was a vampire himself…”
 
   “The overwhelming majority of them are peaceable citizens, no more of a threat to the public than you or I. The rogues are a minority.”
 
   “God, Ainsley, you’re talking as though they’re all around us.”
 
   “They are. Remember I told you I was drawing blood samples for Delano’s research? All the subjects who roll up their sleeves in our clinic are vampires. They let me take a vial of blood, and in exchange, I hand them a unit of whole blood as their reward.”
 
   “You’re taking vampire blood samples?”
 
   “Yup.”
 
   Another pause. Ainsley could practically hear her friend’s thoughts.
 
   “This isn’t payback, is it? Retaliation for that April Fools joke I played on you when we were eleven?”
 
   Ainsley grinned. “No. Although now that you mention it, I still owe you one.”
 
   “Ainsley, I think this has been the weirdest conversation we’ve ever had. And we’ve had some strange ones over the years.”
 
   “Yes, we have. But I didn’t call just to share the weirdness. There’s more.”
 
   “More?”
 
   “Apparently Delano finding me was no coincidence. He’s been looking for me, or someone like me, for a good part of his life.”
 
   “No way! You’re together? As in engaged? Or maybe eloped already. Oh, honey, that’s—”
 
   Ack! “No! Nothing like that.” Ainsley felt her face flushing. “He was looking for me, all right, but not for my gorgeous body, my keen mind or my razor-sharp wit.”
 
   “Then what did he want?”
 
   “My blood.”
 
   “Well, you did say he was a vampire, right?”
 
   She rolled her eyes at Lucy’s hopeful tone. “Gawd, you are such a romantic.”
 
   “Which I consider a personal triumph, all things considered.”
 
   “Don’t I know it.” Ainsley gripped the phone tighter. “But trust me, Luce, his interest is overwhelmingly clinical. Apparently, my blood contains some anti-vampire agent that he hopes to capitalize on in developing this vaccine.”
 
   Another of those pauses. “I guess that explains a lot.”
 
   “How so?”
 
   “When you told me you were quitting the hospital to go work for him, I wondered how he could be competitive on the salary package. I can’t see your average research assistant-slash-phlebotomist earning anywhere near as much as an experienced trauma room nurse.”
 
   Ainsley bit her lip. She hadn’t told Lucy about her constructive dismissal. No point subjecting her friend to that kind of worry. “That’s another thing. The man is rolling in money, Luce. He tells me they all are, the old ones who’ve been around a long time.”
 
   “Of course. Investments.”
 
   “Luce? There’s still more I have to tell you.”
 
   “More? Do I need to pour myself a drink?”
 
   “I’d recommend it, except I know you don’t touch the stuff.”
 
   “Just hit me with it. It can’t possibly give me more of a jolt than what you’ve told me so far.”
 
   “I gave Delano your phone number, so his people could trace you.”
 
   “You what?”
 
   “I had to, Luce. You’re in danger, and it’s all my fault.”
 
   “You gave away my location? No, you gave away my location to a vampire.”
 
   Ainsley shut her eyes against the horrified disbelief in her friend’s voice. “I had no choice. Luce, there’s this other vampire, Janecek. He’s a bad guy, one of those rogues I mentioned before, like the one who attacked me. The kind who believes we lesser mortals are merely prey. Somehow, he knows about me, knows about the properties in my blood. He wants to thwart Delano’s research, and the surest way to do that is to eliminate me.”
 
   “Oh, Ainsley, honey, what have you gotten yourself into?”
 
   Her throat ached. “Don’t worry about me. I’ve got more security hovering around me than most heads of state. But I’m afraid you and Devon could be in danger, too. If this Janecek guy finds out about you, I’m afraid he might try to use you to get to me.”
 
   “Us? But how? I mean, if Weldon can’t find me with all the law enforcement resources he can command, how can this other guy find me?”
 
   “Believe me, if Weldy had pockets half as deep as these guys, he’d have found you long ago. In fact, Delano’s security team had already uncovered your name through the Cayman Islands account. I just sped the process up by giving him your phone number.”
 
   “What? I thought that Cayman account was supposed to be top-secret!”
 
   “It is.”
 
   “Someone sold my information?”
 
   “That’s about the size of it. And if Delano could find you, it stands to reason Janecek might be able to find you, too. So I thought it was best to put some security in place for you and Devon, as a preventative measure.” 
 
   “I think I’m going to be sick.”
 
   Ainsley pressed a thumb and forefinger to her closed eyes. “I’m so sorry, Luce. You know I wouldn’t endanger you or Devon for the world.”
 
   “Can’t you tell this guy to find somebody else with this funky blood thing? It doesn’t have to be you, does it?”
 
   “That’s the other bad news. Apparently, this property is confined to one family, the family from which I’m descended. An old Sicilian family. Unfortunately, Delano thinks I’m the last one. They died out there over a century ago, but somewhere along the line, my great-great-great — God I don’t know how many greats to employ — grandmother found her way across the Atlantic and started a North American strain.”
 
   “And they’re all gone but—”
 
   “Yes, all gone. So you can see why doing a flit really isn’t a possibility. They’d come after me, the good guys and the bad guys. And I have to say, after having been turned into a walking Tetra Pak by one of these predators, I think I want to stick it out. If I’m Delano’s best shot at stopping these guys, I have to do it.”
 
   “Oh, Ainsley.”
 
   “Yeah, I know. Where do I find this trouble? Honestly, I don’t even try.”
 
   “Okay, put this Delano guy on the line. I want to talk to him.”
 
   Ainsley blinked. “You want to talk to him?”
 
   “Definitely. I love you more than anyone on this planet, with the exception of Devon, and I’m inclined to believe you because, well, you’ve been the sanest person in my life for almost two decades. But how do I know you’re not suffering from some strange psychosis brought on by a stroke or some weird chemical imbalance?”
 
   “Point taken. Hang on, I’ll call Delano. And that’s Dr. Bowen to you. He can be a little stuffy at first.”
 
   She paged Delano, who was down in the lab. He came quickly enough, but when she told him the situation, he took the receiver from her as though it were the business end of a coiled cobra. Smiling, she stepped back to listen to his end of the conversation.

 
   “Hello, Ms. Michaels. Yes, of course, Machias. Yes, this is Dr. Delano Bowen. Yes, it’s true. That’s also true. My birth date? That would be October 12, 1802. Where? The wolds of Linconshire. Ah, a history major?” 
 
   He glanced at Ainsley, who smiled and shrugged. 
 
   “Of course I know what someone born in Linconshire was called. A Yellow Belly.” A pause. “Yes, well I’ve lived on this continent almost as long as I lived in Europe. Eventually, you leave your accent behind.”
 
   To Ainsley’s amazement, he’d switched to a British accent.
 
   “Not that it ever truly leaves you. I am indeed a vampire. That’s correct. In my 34th year. Your arithmetic is impeccable. Yes, I am a real doctor of medicine.” He shot another look at Ainsley. “You may check with the Royal College of Physicians and Surgeons if you wish, although they’ll no doubt report I’m considerably older than my appearance might suggest. Hematology. That is the gist of my work, yes. Precisely. A unique property in her blood.” He turned away from her at this point. “She’s well protected, and wants to make sure you are, as well. Of course. With my life. You have my solemn vow.”
 
   He turned back to Ainsley, handed her the phone and walked away.
 
   With my life? 
 
   Blinking furiously, Ainsley pressed the receiver to her ear. “What’d I tell you?” she said. “Over 200. Can I call ’em, or what?”
 
   “Ainsley, this is insane.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   A sigh came over the wires. “Okay, you can tell your Dr. Bowen that we’ll accept his protection. If they need to get closer to do it effectively, they can make contact. I’ll figure out something to tell Devon.”
 
   Relief made her giddy. “Thank you, Luce. And I’m so sorry I dragged you into this.”
 
   “Ainsley, honey, it’s not your fault. If your blood really is the key, then I guess it was inevitable.”
 
   A moment later, emotional goodbyes said, Ainsley hung up the telephone. Thank God that was over. One more hurdle overcome.
 
   So why did she feel like crying?
 
    
 
   Delano watched her replace the receiver, then sink down on the couch, her arms wrapping around herself in self-comfort. 
 
   And heaven help him, there was that pain again, the one that pierced him to his very marrow and started all that emotion bleeding out of him. 
 
   Dammit, he loved her. 
 
   He’d been denying it for weeks now, but he could deny it no longer. 
 
   Not the giddy drug of infatuation. Not the mind-blinding drive of unadulterated lust. Not the bone-deep need to possess.
 
   It was all of those things wrapped up together, but so much more. It was simple, really. She had somehow become all that mattered.
 
   Before he knew what he intended to do, he found himself standing before her.
 
   “Del! I thought you went back down to the lab.”
 
   “Come here.” He sat down beside her and urged her into his arms. 
 
   “Del?” 
 
   She tried to pull back, but he urged her head down to his chest. 
 
   “Hush, Ainsley. I just want to hold you a minute. Can we do that?”
 
   Her answer was to slide her arms around him, and oh, Lord, this ache was going to kill him. “About earlier … I’m so sorry.”
 
   “It’s my fault.” The words were muffled against his chest. “If I hadn’t crawled into your bed…”
 
   “Then we wouldn’t have made love. True. But that’s not what I’m sorry about.”
 
   This time when she tried to pull back, he let her. “Then what are you sorry about?”
 
   God, even this close to tears, her eyes were beautiful. Like amethysts. “I’m sorry I didn’t appreciate it was for real. If I’d known it was real and not part of the dream state…”
 
   “Again, my fault.”
 
   “No one’s fault. You couldn’t have known. But don’t distract me. What I’m trying to say is that if I’d known it would be our only time, I would have done things differently.”
 
   She laughed, and he felt the vibration against his chest. “I don’t know about that. Certainly, you won’t get any complaints from me. It was … amazing.”
 
   “It was sex.”
 
   “I noticed.”
 
   “It would have been different, if I’d known.”
 
   She leaned back. “Different how?”
 
   He shrugged. “Just different. I’d have taken my time, savored it. And I’d have been less ruthlessly…”
 
   “Carnal?” Her lips curved in a smile. “Please don’t apologize for that. If I left you thinking that I found it anything less than thrilling, then obviously I have to work on my signals.” 
 
   He brushed a strand of silken hair back behind her ear, and watched as her eyes sobered. “I would have made love to you,” he said.
 
   Her swift inhalation drew his attention back to her parted lips. The need in his veins swelled again, but he clamped down on it immediately, praying that it didn’t show on his face. “I’d have shown you tenderness, and I would have used all the skill and patience I possess to draw the same kind of tenderness from you. I’d have fed like a bee on the nectar of your sweet cries.”
 
   She swayed toward him. “Delano, I—”
 
   “Hush.” He pulled her against his chest again, pressing her head to his heart. “I just wanted you to know.”
 
   The sound of a key turning in the lock had them springing apart like guilty children.
 
   Delano stood. “That will be Eli.”
 
   “Oh, good.” She came to her feet. “I don’t believe I’ve thanked him properly for that carriage ride.”
 
   Poor Eli. “Take it easy on the guy, would you? Remember, we need him.”
 
   “Yeah, yeah. And he was just following orders. I got that.”
 
   “In here, Eli,” he called, knowing Eli would head straight for the lab.
 
   Eli changed his course and came into the living room. “Delano? Is something wrong?” Eli’s gaze strayed to Ainsley’s face, then back to meet Delano’s eyes again. “I thought you’d be downstairs, hard at work.”
 
   “We’ve just been talking to Ainsley’s friend Lucy Michaels. It took some convincing, but she’s agreed to accept our security. She’s even offered to meet with your people, if that will make it easier.”
 
   “Excellent. I’ve got some local talent on her right now, but I’d like to send two of our own guys, a mixed team, to oversee things.”
 
   “Do it.”
 
   “A mixed team?” said Ainsley.
 
   Eli answered. “A regular for daytime service and a vamp for nighttime.”
 
   “What about the clinic?”
 
   “I put the word out.”
 
   Ainsley eyes flew to Delano’s. “What’s going on with the clinic?”
 
   “We’re suspending it for now. No sense making ourselves an easy target.”
 
   “Janecek knows where it is?”
 
   “I expect that’s how he found us.”
 
   She blinked. “You think he followed us here from the clinic?”
 
   “No. Eli says you weren’t tailed, and I have absolute faith in his judgment. But the mere fact of the clinic’s activity would have confirmed our presence here in the city. After that, Janecek was bound to find this place sooner or later. Which is why you’re moving out tonight.”
 
   “Moving out? But I thought it was safe here. I mean, you said the security—”
 
   “With the addition of the vampire eyes for the nightshift, I would say our security is just about as good as we can make it,” he agreed. “Damn near unbreachable. But Janecek knows beyond a shadow of a doubt that you’re here. Why stay when I can lay on just as much security someplace else, while regaining the advantage of a secret location?”
 
   “We’re making the move tonight?” 
 
   “Yes, tonight. I charged Eli with the task of finding you a safe house, and since he’s back, I am assuming he was successful.”
 
   “I was,” Eli confirmed.
 
   Her eyes narrowed. “Wait a minute … I don’t like this language. I’m moving out? You found a safe house for me? Aren’t you coming, too? I mean, if it’s not safe for me, it’s not safe for you.”
 
   He shrugged. “My lab is here. I can hardly move all this equipment without Janecek noticing.”
 
   “But you have other labs, don’t you? I’m sure you mentioned others in the west. Since the clinic has to be shut down anyway, why don’t we just fall back to one of them?”
 
   “The lab in Vancouver has been trashed.”
 
   “Trashed?”
 
   “The equipment was destroyed. There’s nothing left that’s of any use to me. And the one in Calgary remains intact, but we’re not sure if it’s still undetected. We’ve put it under surveillance to see if his operatives show up there.”
 
   “No.”
 
   He frowned. “What do you mean, no?”
 
   “I won’t go without you.”
 
   His gut twisted. “But you must. If anything happens to you, then this is all for naught. You’re the key, Ainsley.”
 
   “And you’re the only one who can use that key, Delano. As I think you once told me, you’re literally alone in your field. Who could take up your research? Or even if they could, who would?”
 
   “You’re suggesting there are safer things to investigate.”
 
   Her eyes blazed. “Yeah, like Ebola. Come on, Delano, this guy isn’t going to quit until he sees you dead.”
 
   “Or until we see him dead,” interjected Eli. “We’re not without our own resources in this war. But in the meantime, Delano’s right, Ainsley. We have to stash you someplace safe.”
 
   Ainsley rounded on Eli fiercely, and Delano braced, knowing what was coming.
 
   “And Delano is always right, is that what you’re saying?”
 
   Eli being Eli, he didn’t take a step backward at her tone, but he did shoot Delano a quick look before turning back to face her. 
 
   “I’m not sure about that, but he is always the boss.”
 
   “Was he right when he asked you to pay attention to me? To flirt with me? Was he right when he asked you to do that, Eli?”
 
   He turned to Delano accusingly. “You told her?”
 
   “I did no such thing. She figured it out.”
 
   “Wonderful.” Eli lifted a hand to rub his temple. “I don’t want to know the circumstances under which that happened, do I?”
 
   “Good call.” 
 
   “Then I take it she knows why we felt that course of action was necessary?”
 
   “Correct again.”
 
   “Hey! Don’t stand there talking about me as though I’m not here.” If anything, she sounded more furious than before.
 
   They both muttered an apology at the same time, but she looked anything but impressed. Hands on hips, she turned on Eli again.
 
   “So, how far would you have gone to oblige the boss, hmm? What if I’d decided to take you up on those bedroom eyes, that aw-shucks-ma’am, Matthew-McConaughey grin and all those muscles on your muscles? Huh? What then? Would you have obliged? Would you have let me drag you into my bedroom? Would you have sacrificed your body to the greater good of Delano’s master plan?”
 
   “Whoa right there, babe. First of all, it wouldn’t have come to that. You might have salved your pride and amused yourself by flirting with me, but we both know it wouldn’t have gone further than that. And secondly, even if it did, how in God’s name can you imagine I’d qualify that as a sacrifice?”
 
   “But—”
 
   “Silence!” Delano roared.
 
   Ainsley and Eli broke off, turning surprised eyes on him.
 
   “It was a very poor idea, okay? My poor idea, so if you want to take your anger out on someone, Ainsley, take it out on me. Later. Right now, I don’t want to hear any more about it. Not one damned word. Are we clear?”
 
   “Perfectly,” said Ainsley. 
 
   Except she was far from clear, because right now he looked like he could kill. Literally. Over the weeks, she’d grown used to his darkly ominous looks. So much so that she’d all but forgotten just how dangerous he could be. No one looking at his face at this moment could mistake either his power or his capacity for violence. 
 
   Dear God, could he be jealous? A thrill forked through her at the thought, followed quickly by dismay at her own reaction. Jealous men were dangerous men.
 
   “Eli? Are we clear?” Delano’s voice was as flat and hard as the planes of his face.
 
   “Clear.”
 
   “Excellent. Now, this safe house you spoke of…”
 
   “I’m not going anywhere without you.” 
 
   Delano pinned her with blazing eyes, and her mouth went dry. It was almost enough to make her reconsider her stance. Almost. 
 
   “I’m part of this now, whether you like it or not. Hell, whether I like it or not. And I’m not going anywhere. The sooner you get that through your head, the sooner we can start making a plan—”
 
   “Eli, would you leave us for a moment?”
 
   Eli shot Ainsley a look.
 
   “Now, Eli. This is not a democracy.”
 
   Delano’s tone made her gut tighten, but she smiled for Eli. “It’s okay.”
 
   Eli searched her face briefly, as though to gauge whether her reassurance was genuine. “Of course. I have some calls to make anyway, to get the Mexico team off.”
 
   The door barely closed behind him before Delano pounced. 
 
   “You can’t stay here, Ainsley. When Eli comes back, he’s going to take you to the new location.”
 
   She squared her chin. “I don’t think so.”
 
   “For pity’s sake, I’m only trying to preserve your safety.” His face darkened. “Why do you persist in resisting my efforts?”
 
   “I’ve already told you. I’m just one piece of the solution. I accept that my blood is key to your vaccine, but if anything happened to you… Without you, without your knowledge, my blood is … well, just blood.”
 
   “Devil take it, Ainsley, I can’t leave my lab. I’m so close.” He thrust a hand savagely through his hair. “I can’t leave.”
 
   “And I won’t leave.”
 
   “But I don’t know if I can keep you safe!”
 
   Anguish, she realized with a start. Not anger. Not fury at her defiance. 
 
   “Del, do you really think I’ll be safe if he destroys you while I’m tucked away in a safe house? Don’t you think he’ll eventually hunt me down and kill me, too? Think about it — you and Eli obviously believe he can find Lucy, even after all the care we took to cover her tracks. If he can do that, then I haven’t a hope in hell of eluding him on my own.”
 
   “You won’t be alone,” he countered. “I’ll send Eli with you. With his help, you can stay two steps ahead of Janecek.” 
 
   “You need Eli here.”
 
   He swung away from her, cursing. “Why are you being so bloody stubborn about this?”
 
   She chewed her lip. “You really want to know the truth?”
 
   “Yes.” He strode back to stand before her, not stopping until he was well within her personal space, his gaze locked with hers. “Yes, by God, I want the truth.”
 
   A moment ago, she might have stepped back from all that leashed violence, but not now. She felt the heat pouring off his body, and it was all she could do not to touch him.
 
   “I don’t think I can leave.”
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 18
 
    
 
   “OF COURSE you can leave.”
 
   She wet her lips. “Not unless you knock me out with mega-doses of sedative. When you mentioned the idea earlier, I thought I would vomit. I mean, I was literally, physically nauseous.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I know, it sounds stupid. I can’t believe it myself, but I just have to think about leaving, and suddenly there’s this big wall of … I don’t know … panic in my mind that won’t let me even consider it. Truly, I’m not phobic. You know that, right?” She bit the inside of her lip. “Of course you do. You investigated me. But I swear to you, I just can’t stand to think about it.”
 
   “You needn’t be afraid, Ainsley. I’m sure Eli has a plan for your safe transport. No doubt he’ll send out a decoy or two first. And all our cars are armored. There’s no way—”
 
   Argh! “You’re not getting it! I’m not afraid of leaving here. I’m afraid of leaving you. If you’d come with me, I’d leave this place right now. “ 
 
   He took a step back. “No.”
 
   She laughed. “Told you it would sound idiotic. I’m still pissed with you, for one thing, over that Eli-as-escort thing, not to mention—”
 
   “Give me your hand.”
 
   “What?” She’d heard him, but his words didn’t instantly compute, perhaps because he’d closed the distance between them again and was now towering over her.
 
   “Your hand, dammit.” Without waiting for her compliance, he seized her hand and pushed the sleeve of her shirt roughly up her arm until it bunched above her elbow. 
 
   “Del, what are you doing?”
 
   He rotated her arm to expose the delicate white skin at the crook of her elbow. With a hiss of indrawn breath, he released her and stepped back. “Impossible.”
 
   She held her arm up to inspect it herself, seeing nothing but three raised reddish dots, aligned in a perfect equilateral triangle. They could be heat rash bumps, but for the fact there were so few of them, and the symmetry was unlikely.
 
   “What?” She looked up to see Delano regarding her with an unreadable expression. She tried reaching out to catch his thoughts as she was sometimes able to do, but his mind was closed. Anxiety beat in her breast like the wings of a frantic bird. “What is it? What’s wrong?”
 
   “That mark on your arm…”
 
   “Omigod, I’m infected.”
 
   “No, nothing like that.”
 
   “You’re sure?”
 
   “I’m sure.”
 
   “Then what it is? What does it mean?”
 
   He lifted a hand to rub the back of his neck. “You appear to be blood-bonded. To me. But it can’t be.”
 
   “Blood-bonded?” 
 
   “Enthralled, if you prefer to use a Hollywood term. A condition characterized by a profound infatuation, coupled with an intractable reluctance to be parted from the object of your infatuation.”
 
   Oh no oh no oh no. “You enthralled me? It wasn’t enough that you dragged me into this mess, you had to go and do a number on my head, too?”
 
   His dark brows beetled in a fierce frown. “I did no such thing.”
 
   “But you said—”
 
   “I also said it was impossible,” he interjected. “There must be some other explanation. For one thing, blood-bonding can happen only between vampires. If, in fact, the phenomenon really exists. I’m not entirely convinced it does.”
 
   Infatuation between vampires? “I thought you said vampires didn’t desire other vampires?”
 
   “Vampire couplings are rare,” he confirmed, “but they do occasionally happen. The exception that proves the rule, I suppose. And rarer still is the vampire union that gives rise to a blood-bond. In fact, I have seen only one such instance in all my years. Or I should say, possible instance. I wasn’t in a position to subject it to scientific scrutiny. But as I said, it just doesn’t happen between vampires and unmutated humans, no matter how much blood is taken.”
 
   “Thank God.” The bird thrashing in her chest subsided to a mere fluttering. If it was strictly a vamp-on-vamp thing, there had to be another explanation. “I thought the whole enthralling thing was a feeding strategy. You know, so vamps could compel donors to bare their throats.”
 
   He snorted. “Another product of Hollywood. Which is not to say vampires don’t have an impressive arsenal of tools to gain a potential donor’s compliance. But like the glamour we use to obscure our — how shall I say? — vitality, seduction requires a certain willingness on the part of the subject to be seduced. Any human with a strong will and a dash of charisma can learn the skill, if they’re taught how to focus their…”
 
   “Yeah, yeah, I get it. But why am I feeling like this if it’s so freaking impossible?” She thrust her arm at him. “And why do I have these damned dots?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “Then speculate.”
 
   He sighed. “It could be psychosomatic.”
 
   She shook her head emphatically. “Un-uh.”
 
   “Don’t be so quick to dismiss the idea. I’m not suggesting you’re neurotic by any stretch of the imagination. But think about it, Ainsley. You’ve been under a degree of stress no one should have to endure, not to mention—”
 
   “Not to mention the series of psychic shocks I’ve been subjected to. Yada, yada, yada. I won’t argue that. And for the record, I’m as neurotic as the next woman. But answer me this — how can I possibly manifest weird symptoms I’ve never even heard of? Huh?”
 
   Something flickered in his eyes, so quick she couldn’t read the expression. 
 
   “Perhaps you plucked the details from my mind.”
 
   “No.”
 
   “No?” He lifted an eyebrow. “It hasn’t escaped my notice over these past weeks that you have a certain talent for divining what’s in my thoughts.”
 
   She rolled her eyes. “That’s because all men think about that, all the time.”
 
   To her satisfaction, he blushed.
 
   “I was referring to other situations.”
 
   “I know.” It was her turn to sigh. “Unfortunately, it’s a pitifully weak and sporadic talent. I can only catch fragments, and only when you let me. In fact, it’s probably your doing, not mine. I’m probably just catching what you’re projecting.” As soon as she said it, she realized that was by far the likeliest scenario. Hadn’t he said any strong mind could be trained to project suggestions? The idea was oddly deflating. “Which begs the question: have you recently thought about the vamp-on-vamp blood-bond and its triangle-producing side effects?”
 
   “Not that I am aware of.”
 
   “Then I guess we can eliminate any possible psychic plundering on my part.”
 
   “Not necessarily.” 
 
   His brows drew together again in that frown that made him look so fiercely intent. And sexy, dammit. It was all she could do not to put a hand to his forehead to smooth that crease away. A sweet ache filled her heart at the idea of soothing away his cares.
 
   She blinked the image away. “What do you mean?”
 
   “I can’t guard my dreams. Nor can I necessarily remember them.”
 
   Oh, shit. “And I crawled into your bed and possibly into your head, even though I was sleeping myself?”
 
   “It seems the most likely explanation available to us.”
 
   He was right. Dammit, why hadn’t the possibility occurred to her? “Ah, I see we subscribe to Charles Peirce’s theory of abduction.” 
 
   If he detected her sarcasm, he must have recognized it for the defensive mechanism it was. 
 
   He smiled. “I would not be much of a scientist if I did not reason to the best explanation, would I?”
 
   “So this isn’t real? It’s just something I plucked from your head while we were sleeping?”
 
   His lips firmed into a straight line. “It has to be. We exchanged no blood, and you are not a vampire.”
 
   Dear God, she wanted to disappear into a crack in the floor. She’d stripped the symptoms of blood-bonding from his mind, then recreated them. How pathetic was that? Was she that far gone on him? 
 
   Yes. God help her, yes. 
 
   She’d been deeply attracted to him from first sight — okay, second sight, since he was just a blur in the alley on first sight. And her reliance on him had naturally grown after having been stranded in his alien world. And it was more than just reliance that had grown in the last weeks. Somehow, he’d slid right in under her radar, old world values and all.
 
   But, dammit, he clearly did not return the sentiment. She’d joked about not needing to read his mind because all men shared the same thoughts, but hadn’t she read those very thoughts in his mind? Pure, simple, sexual lust, coupled with a blood lust.
 
   She drew a deep breath, expelled it. Inhaled again. God, give me strength.
 
   “Okay, then I change my mind. I’ll go to this safe house Eli found for me. And I want to go as soon as possible.”
 
    
 
    Delano stood abruptly, sending his chair rocketing across the room. He should be starting the delicate task of inserting the Merzetti Effect gene — or what he was 85 percent sure was the ME gene — into the plasmids, where they would multiply happily. But dammit all to hell, he couldn’t do it. His hands shook, his palms were damp, and his mind refused to focus.
 
   It was the thirst, of course. How could he be expected to concentrate when the need to feed swelled relentlessly every hour? It had been years — decades, probably — since he’d gone more than a day without at least a modest infusion. He just wasn’t used to this kind of deprivation.
 
   Yeah, right, that was it. It had absolutely nothing to do with the fact that upstairs, Ainsley was preparing to take her leave.
 
   Leaving him, dammit! 
 
   No, leaving here, not leaving him. 
 
   With Eli. 
 
   Per my orders. So Eli could keep her safe.
 
   Eli with the aw-shucks-Matthew-McConaughey smile, whatever the hell that was. 
 
   His right hand tightened around the positive displacement pipette he held until the instrument snapped. He opened his fist to see the microsyringe tip had embedded itself in his palm. Cursing, he strode to a nearby sink. Dropping the ruined pipette on the counter, he removed the micro tip from his flesh, hit the taps and shoved his hand under the flowing water. 
 
   Idiot. 
 
   He peeled off the latex glove and let the water flow over his bare hand. Good thing he’d conceded he was too distracted tonight to do the transfer as he’d planned, or he’d have a serious needlestick incident to worry about. Belatedly, he noticed the slight pink tinge to the water circling the drain, and cursed again. That’s all he needed, to lose even a few drops of blood while he was forced to fast.
 
   Shutting off the tap with his elbow, he grabbed a clean towel and wrapped it around his hand. 
 
   Please!
 
   Delano’s head jerked up, nostrils flaring. 
 
   Ainsley! 
 
   His gaze swept the room, even as he realized she couldn’t possibly have gotten into the lab without his knowing. No, she was upstairs still, in the foyer. Poised to leave, not wanting to go…
 
   He leapt across the room and hit the intercom. “Eli, wait! Don’t leave yet. I’m coming up.”  
 
   Without waiting for an acknowledgement, he raced for the stairwell. Seconds later, he burst into the penthouse, his fingers automatically keying in the sequence to prevent the alarm from sounding. 
 
   “Delano?” called Eli from the foyer.
 
   Christ, they were almost out the door. 
 
   Rage, hot and unreasoning, flooded his brain, his chest, his muscles. Moving at a speed he knew they would perceive as only a blur, he crossed the intervening space and snatched Ainsley’s bag from Eli’s shoulder. 
 
   Eli reacted instinctively, shoving Ainsley behind him and drawing his pistol in one smooth motion. 
 
   Delano found himself looking down the barrel of a SIG .40 caliber automatic, but he turned away from it to search Ainsley’s face. Her eyes, a blaze of violet-blue emotion, locked on his. 
 
   Yes!
 
   The lone word sounded in his mind, as strong and as heartfelt as her earlier plea.
 
   “Dammit, Delano, you almost gave me a heart attack.” 
 
   Delano was vaguely aware of Eli reholstering his pistol. “She’s not going anywhere.”
 
   “You’re kidding, right?” Eli looked from Delano to Ainsley and back to Delano again. “Delano, we agreed the safe house was the best course of action.”
 
   Delano’s anger took another bump. Hands fisted, he fought to keep his breathing regular, to expel the rage eating at his self-control. This was Eli, for God’s sake. His friend. A friend who was merely trying to carry out the orders he’d been given. 
 
   Breathe deep, let it out. Again. Air in, murderous impulse out. When he’d mastered himself, he announced, “She stays with me.” 
 
   “Oh, for the love of Pete!” Eli exclaimed. “Can no one around here stick to a simple plan? Your plan, I might remind you. This is the only way we can be certain she’ll be safe.” Eli grasped Ainsley’s elbow, maneuvering her toward the door again. 
 
   At the sight of Eli’s hand on Ainsley, Delano’s tenuous grip on control snapped. With a snarl, he lunged for Eli, pinning the other man against the wall with one hand around his throat. 
 
   “Del!” Ainsley cried. 
 
   Eli’s hands came up to grip Delano’s hand, trying to pry open his grip. “Get … the hell … off me!”
 
   “Nobody touches her.” Delano tightened his grip remorselessly. “Nobody takes her from me.”
 
   Eli’s face was red now, his eyes starting to distend. He beat at Delano’s arm and head with savage blows, but Delano was beyond feeling it. What he did feel was the bone-deep, total-body need to feed, together with a powerful need to punish. The combination was dizzying. Growling, he dropped his jaw and let his canines erupt.
 
   “Stop it! My God, you’re killing him! Delano, let him go!”
 
   Through a haze of blood-lust, he felt Ainsley tugging at his arm and heard her agonized pleas. And he heard something else in her voice. Unadulterated horror.
 
   Suddenly, he saw what he was doing. He held Eli suspended a good four inches off the ground, and his friend’s struggles were weakening by the second. And oh, shit, Eli’d been beating him with the butt of his gun. A gun he could have used very effectively in his own defense.
 
   Jesus, God, what had he done?
 
   “Shit.” He eased Eli down until his feet met the floor again, taking the gun from his now lax grip. “I’m sorry. Eli, I’m so sorry.” 
 
   Eli started to fall forward. Delano would have caught him, but Ainsley stepped between them, catching Eli and easing him to the tiled floor.
 
   “God, you’ve crushed his airway!”
 
   Delano bent to help her stretch a coughing Eli on the floor. Thankfully, he was regaining his color quickly. “His airway’s fine,” he said gruffly. Which it probably was, give or take some potential cartilage fracture.
 
   Ainsley fingers flew down the shirt she was wearing. Without a thought for modesty, she peeled it off, rolled it into a tube and slid it under Eli’s neck, her attention focused completely on her patient. “Eli? Can you hear me? Are you all right?”
 
   Eli responded with a cough, followed by a string of pungent curses that bore testimony to his soldiering days. 
 
   “Well, that’s reassuring,” she said. “No stridor, no muffled voice.”
 
   Delano frowned, thinking about other potential injuries. “The vascular structures are more vulnerable than the airway with this type of manual strangulation.”
 
   “Yeah?” Eli coughed again. “Coulda fooled my airway a minute ago. Now help me up.”
 
   Delano helped Ainsley ease Eli up to a sitting position, braced against the wall.
 
   “I am so sorry, my friend.” Delano handed Eli’s pistol back to him. “I don’t know what to say, except that you should have used that weapon the way it was intended. You’d have been completely justified.”
 
   “Damn right I should have.” Eli wiped the gun on his pants before slipping it back into its shoulder holster. “On the other hand, looks like I did a pretty good job with the butt end.” He gestured to the left side of Delano’s head. “You oughta get a look at yourself.”
 
   Delano lifted a hand to probe his scalp. It came away covered in blood from several lacerations. Shit. More blood loss. Well, he had no one to blame but himself. 
 
   He grimaced. “Fortunately, I’ll be handsome as ever come tomorrow night, whereas you will no doubt have some colorful bruises.”
 
   “That sucks. I won’t even be able to say, ‘You should see the other guy.’”
 
   Delano laughed and Eli joined in. 
 
   Ainsley made an exasperated sound. “It’s not funny, Eli Grayson.” She turned to glare at Delano. “Nor will it be funny if he develops delayed airway troubles later tonight.”
 
   Delano sobered. “She’s right. We need to get you to hospital for some soft tissue scans.”
 
   Eli waved him off. “I’m fine.”
 
   “You’re asymptomatic,” Ainsley corrected. “That could change in the next hours.”
 
   “And if it does, trust me, I’ll call 911 myself. But until and unless my status changes, I have no intention of visiting the ER.”
 
   Ainsley turned to Delano. “Delano?”
 
   He shrugged. “He’s a nurse. It’s his call.”
 
   “Thanks, buddy.” Eli extended a hand, which Delano grasped to haul him up to his feet. “Now, if it’s not too much to ask, would you mind explaining what the hell happened here? I thought we were agreed it was best for everyone if Ainsley went to the safe house.”
 
   Delano sighed heavily. “We did.”
 
   “Then what happened? What changed?”
 
   Delano rolled back his sleeve and thrust his arm toward them. “This.” 
 
    
 
   Ainsley’s heart slammed in her chest, but it wasn’t fear that made her pulse hammer. It was exultation, so fierce that it stopped the breath in her lungs; a dark, savage delight flooding her neurochemical system. For there, on the inside of his elbow, were three raised dots in the form of a perfect equilateral triangle.
 
   Yes, came Delano’s voice. You are mine and I am yours. 
 
   Her eyes widened as she realized his lips had not moved.
 
   “A little uticaria?” Beside her, Eli snorted, although the effect was somewhat spoiled when his snort turned into a cough. “That’s supposed to flip some switch in my head to make this whole soap opera comprehensible?”
 
   “Show him your arm, Ainsley.”
 
   Ainsley, who still had not recovered her shirt, extended her own left arm.
 
   Eli caught her arm and examined the dots. “Well, I’ll be damned. Matching his-’n-hers hives.” He released her arm. “I presume this is something more than a curiosity for the medical journals?”
 
   She glanced at Delano, who bent to scoop her shirt off the floor. He shook it out and handed it to her, catching her eye as she took the garment from him.
 
   Let me field this.
 
   There it was again! Not precisely a voice sounding inside her head. More like her own thoughts, only not hers. His. In her head. 
 
   Delano turned back to Eli. “We are blood-bonded.”
 
   “Blood-bonded? Holy hell, Del, do you mean to say you—”
 
   “No.” Delano held up a hand to stop Eli. “I’ll grant you that after that appalling display just now, you have every reason to think me mad, but I assure you I am not. I took no blood.”
 
   “Then how the devil did you get blood-bonded?”
 
   “It’s a mystery to me. I wasn’t even sure I believed in blood-bonding, to begin with. I thought it merely another of the myths that have grown up around my kind, like warding off vampires with garlic, holy water or crucifixes, or vampires casting no reflection in a mirror.”
 
   “But you believe it now?”
 
   He inclined his head. “I am obliged to re-evaluate my position.” 
 
   “But still, I don’t get how you wind up with a blood-bond without the blood-taking part. Unless—” Eli’s gaze strayed to Ainsley.
 
   Blushing fiercely, Ainsley busied herself putting her shirt back on.
 
   “Indeed,” Delano said.
 
   “I see.”
 
   She felt her blush rise all the way to her hairline, which was patently stupid. They were all adults here.
 
   “But even so,” Delano continued, “it should have been quite impossible. Ostensibly, a blood-bond is possible only between vampires.”
 
   “I don’t know.” Eli’s eyes narrowed. “When you think about it, maybe the two of you aren’t really all that different. Maybe it’s a two-sides-of-the-same-coin sorta thing.”
 
   Ainsley’s gaze collided with Delano’s and her fingers stilled on the buttons of her shirt. “Or two sides of the same mutation.”
 
   “Exactly.” Eli massaged his neck. “Now, can someone tell me what this means?” 
 
   Ainsley returned her attention to fastening the last two buttons, but her mind strained toward Delano, waiting for his answer.
 
   “It is purported to be a rare union between vampires, a union involving a bonding of the two on a physical, mental and spiritual planes.”
 
   “Hence the triangle?”
 
   “Supposedly.”
 
   “The triumvirate.” Eli grimaced. “Sounds a lot like marriage to me.”
 
   “Except I would challenge you to show me a marriage where one partner can’t let the other walk out the door,” Delano rasped. 
 
   Ainsley glanced at Delano again to see that his expression matched the tone of his voice — grim. Her heart squeezed painfully in her chest. He resented being bonded to her. He didn’t want this link. Oh, Ainsley, what have you done?
 
   You didn’t trap me, little one. I’m just angry with myself that I lack the strength to put you away from me, even for your own protection. 
 
   I need no protection but yours. I want nothing but to guard your back as you guard mine.
 
   “Can it be undone?” 
 
   Delano blinked at Eli. “Sorry?”
 
   “Can the blood-bond be undone?” Eli repeated.
 
   Ainsley caught the slight lift of an eyebrow, which for Del bespoke profound surprise.
 
   “I really don’t know. In all my years, I’ve encountered only one couple who were purported to be blood-bonded, and I lost track of them long ago.”
 
   Ainsley wet her lips. “What does legend say on the subject?”
 
   Something flashed deep in his eyes, but he quickly lowered his lids. She reached out to his mind to try to catch the thought, but he’d veiled it as thoroughly as he’d veiled his eyes. When he lifted his lids again a second later, his expression was matter-of-fact, his thoughts unreadable. 
 
   “According to the legends, it’s forever. The blood-bonded stay together as long as they live, which as you will appreciate can be a very long time. And when one of the partners dies, the other is said to follow.”
 
   “Like old married folk, you mean?” Eli coughed again, a reminder of the recent trauma to his throat. “You see it all the time. One goes and the other declines rapidly over the next months or years.”
 
   “This is more like the next day. Specifically, the next morning.”
 
   “Omigod!” Ainsley clapped a hand over her mouth. 
 
   Eli looked from one to the other of them. “Omigod what?”
 
   “The sun,” she said from behind her fingers.
 
   “It’s only legend,” Delano said softly.
 
   Stifling a cry, she spun and raced from the room. 
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 19
 
    
 
   “WHAT WAS that about?”
 
   Delano shot Eli an exasperated look. “For a man of above-average intelligence, you can certainly ask some asinine questions.”
 
   “Oh, shit. Of course. She has the life expectancy of a fruit fly, compared to yours, which makes her a bad bet for this blood-bond thingy.”
 
   “Eloquently put.”
 
   “Okay, how ’bout this for eloquent: if legend proves true, then we can hypothesize that your own life expectancy will be severely truncated.”
 
   “Much better.”
 
   “Thank you. Now what the hell are we gonna do about this?”
 
   “We’re not going to do anything about it. Ainsley will obviously stay here. I will continue to work on a vaccine. You will continue to keep us safe.”
 
   Eli snapped his fingers as though remembering something important. “Wait here. I’ll be right back.”
 
   Before he could protest, Eli was gone, returning a moment later with a small paper bag bearing a local drug store’s logo. “Here.”
 
   Delano took the proffered bag and peered into it, though he hardly needed to. The odor of latex was clearly discernable to his sensitive olfactory system. “Condoms?”
 
   “Hey, you said it yourself — my responsibility is to keep both of you safe. I’m just trying to do my job. Now, if we’re through here, I have a team to transport to Cuernavaca.”
 
   “That’s a very thoughtful gesture, Eli, but I won’t be needing them.” He held the bag out for Eli to take back, but the other man ignored it.
 
   “You know, for a man of above-average intelligence, you sure can say some asinine things.” 
 
    
 
   Ainsley sat up in bed before the knock sounded on her door, swiping at her cheeks. “Go away, Del. I’m tired.”
 
   The door opened. He stepped across the threshold, closing the door behind him. “I’m sorry, I can’t oblige. We need to talk.”
 
   Why? She lifted her chin. Why not just do this? 
 
   “Because it takes a lot more energy to project a thought than it does to just say it, especially when you’re just learning.” He crossed the carpeted floor to stand by her bed. “Although I must say, you demonstrate an extraordinary raw talent for it, both projecting and receiving.”
 
   “That’s me. A veritable walking transistor.”
 
   He sighed. “We could talk about why that analogy is woefully inadequate, or we could talk about us.”
 
   She laughed. “Oh, that’s rich. You wanting to talk about us. Or about anything personal, for that matter.”
 
   “I’d say touché, but then you’d accuse me of being stuck in a seventies romance novel or something.”
 
   “Which seventies?”
 
   “Good one.”
 
   She lifted both hands and raked them through her hair. “I’m sorry. I’m being a bitch.”
 
   “Which still leaves you miles ahead of me.” His eyes grew bleak. “I behaved like an animal out there. Like the very creatures I’ve been working so hard to curb.”
 
   She shook her head emphatically. “Never that. But you did scare me.”
 
   “Not nearly as much as I scared myself.” 
 
   He turned to examine the top of her night table, and she wondered what he’d make of the loose change, well-thumbed paperback and Hershey’s chocolate sitting there, within easy reach. 
 
   “Eli is the closest thing to a brother I’ve ever had.” 
 
   Ainsley made no reply. 
 
   He picked up the paperback and turned it over to examine its back, but she had the distinct impression he wasn’t really seeing it.
 
   “He’s tough as boot leather, as talented at taking life as he is at saving it.” Delano replaced the book on her night table and turned to face her again. “He’s been my closest friend in over a century, and I love him dearly. But I almost killed him tonight. If you hadn’t been there, if you hadn’t intervened…”
 
   “Delano, if I hadn’t been there, it wouldn’t have happened in the first place.”
 
   He lifted an eyebrow. “True.”
 
   “Oh, Del, what are we going to do? Is this real? Or could it be as you suggested, a psychosomatic thing?”
 
   “Push over.”
 
   It took her a moment to process that he wanted to sit on the edge of the bed. She scrambled back, making a space for him.
 
   He sat, angling his body toward her where she sat propped against the headboard with her knees drawn up to her chin. “To answer your question, no.”
 
   She dragged her gaze from his thighs, encased as always in those civilized worsted wool trousers that utterly failed to disguise the powerful musculature beneath, and wondered what her question had been. “No?” 
 
   “I’m not suggestible.”
 
   Ah, the psychosomatic thing. “Well, aren’t we feeling superior.”
 
   He sent her an admonishing look. 
 
   “Sorry.” She grimaced. “There’s that bitchy thing again.”
 
   “I’m not saying my mind — the vampire mind — is stronger than yours, or better, it’s just … differently organized. The interaction of mind, brain, body and social context, while still present, is not precisely the same. In a stressful situation, for instance, we do not produce cortisol to the same extent as would an unmutated—”
 
   “You can skip the vamp biology lesson for now,” she interjected. “I believe you.” 
 
   “Good.”
 
   She worried the cuticle of her thumb with her teeth for a moment. “So this can’t be in our heads?”
 
   “It seems doubtful.” He dropped his gaze to her mouth. 
 
   Whoops. She dropped her hand to her lap again, feeling as self-conscious as a kid. “Then I guess we’d better figure out how to undo it, huh?”
 
   A pause.
 
   “Did I say I wanted to undo it?”
 
   Her pulse leapt, as much from the husky note in his voice as from the content of his words. “But it’s tantamount to a death sentence for you!”
 
   His lips curved in a wry smile. “Maybe I wasn’t clear. If the legend is true, the same applies for you. If I should die, you may very well be driven to seek your own end. Though obviously not by sunlight.”
 
   “But compared to you, I’m so … fragile.” She twisted her hands together in her lap. “I’m subject to illness, disease, decrepitude, death. These things don’t even have to enter your vocabulary.”
 
   He took her hand in his, the same one she’d gnawed on a moment ago. “You think your mortality frightens me?”
 
   “I’ll grow old! Wrinkles and gravity and post-menopausal weight gain—”
 
   “Ah, yes. The aging process. Ainsley, have you forgotten that I’ve been there before? I cherished every minute of every day I had with Margitta, and she was never anything but beautiful to me. Never. I can assure you that the prospect of your aging holds no terrors for me.”
 
   “But it does for me!” she wailed. 
 
   He turned her hand over and stroked the incredibly sensitive flesh of her palm, the pad of his finger moving in a slow, seductive circular motion. “Then I shall have to do as I did for Gitta, proving every day how lovely she was in my eyes.”
 
   Ainsley’s breath caught, partly at the sensations he was arousing from the brush of his fingers against her palm, but mostly at the idea of his making love to her like that, as though she were the most beautiful woman in the world. It took an effort of will to force her mind back to what she wanted to say.
 
   “In your wife’s case, I have no doubt that you succeeded. One look at that photo you keep in your bedroom and anyone would know she felt beautiful.” 
 
   He’d adjusted his grip on her hand and his caress moved to the inside of her wrist. Her pulse, already hammering frantically, kicked up a gear. God, he must be able to feel it. Hell, he could probably hear it.
 
   Concentrate, Ainsley. 
 
   “But if that relationship was so wonderful, why have you been alone so long?”
 
   His fingers stilled. “I believe I related the experience with Reina, did I not?”
 
   She pulled her hand away from his clasp. “I’m not buying it.”
 
   His eyebrows soared. “You doubt my veracity?”
 
   “Of course not. I don’t doubt your story for a moment. But clearly it was the result of an unfortunate set of circumstances. A long period of celibacy after your wife’s death, followed by a purely carnal encounter with a vampire groupie.”
 
   “Ainsley…” 
 
   “Okay, okay.” She held up a defensive hand. “Negative characterization withdrawn. But the fact remains that you didn’t love Reina and she didn’t love you. You obviously had no such control problems with your wife.”
 
   “Perhaps it had something to do with the fact I was enjoying regular conjugal relations with my wife?” he suggested dryly.
 
   “What about us? You were able to stop with me,” she pointed out. “And your period of celibacy was much longer this time, correct?”
 
   A muscle in his jaw leapt. “Correct.”
 
   Her triumph at scoring the point sputtered, as the obvious occurred to her. “Unless—” 
 
   “Unless what?”
 
   Oh, Lord, how pitiful was she? Ainsley lifted one shoulder in a stiff shrug. “Nothing.”
 
   He laughed softly, knowingly. 
 
   No fair! Her chin came up. “Dammit, Delano, I thought we were going to stay out of each other’s heads.”
 
   He lifted a hand to cup her cheek. “I can state unequivocally that I did not find Reina remotely hotter than you, to use your own vernacular.”
 
   She gritted her teeth. “Well, here’s some more vernacular for you. Screw you, Delano. I don’t care what you find hot. Or who you find hot.”
 
   “No?” 
 
   His gaze swept her face, dropped to the curve of her breasts, to her hands clasped so primly on her knees. His gaze traveled back up to meet hers. Without warning, his mind brushed hers in a sensual caress a hundred times more seductive than the one his fingers had bestowed on her palm.
 
   Oh, help! He was right there. His mind was right there, barriers completely down. She shuddered. 
 
   “Don’t be frightened,” he coaxed. “Come in and see for yourself how much I want you.”
 
   Tentatively, she ventured further, instantly encountering a vast need, powerful and unquenchable. Moaning, she let it wrap around her, felt her womb clench and her nipples go tight with it. Heart pounding, she pushed deeper, then deeper still. And dear God, there was no end of it! A sixth ocean, unfathomable, endless. 
 
   A hundred images washed through her mind, pictures of the two of them, limbs tangling, bodies joining in every way imaginable, and some she had never imagined. 
 
   “Delano!”
 
   He laughed. “Need I point out that not all those erotic pictures were mine?”
 
   “Well, it’s not hard to isolate the ones that weren’t mine!”
 
   He picked up her hand again, brushing her knuckles with his thumb. “And did they offend you?”
 
   She let her breath out on a groan. “You know they didn’t.”
 
   He smiled.
 
   How do we do this, Del? How can I be in your mind and you in mine? 
 
   The blood-bond. While non-vampires can develop this talent to some extent, it takes a lifetime of dedication and discipline. You don’t just develop it overnight, as you appear to have done.
 
   Ainsley turned her hand within his grasp so she could caress his palm, and was rewarded with a fresh blaze of desire straight from his mind to hers. She closed her eyes against the intensity of it, and when she opened them again, he was watching her face with a thrilling, dark hunger.
 
   She swallowed. “Earlier, in your bed, after we… Well, you told me that if you were to take my blood and we were to make love again, I would feel what you felt and you would feel what I felt.”
 
   His soft chuckle fanned her face. “It would seem we arrived there by another route.”
 
   “This is the oneness of mind you share with non-vampires?”
 
   Only fleetingly. Only while we are physically joined in the sex act. He tipped her chin up with a forefinger under her chin. This … this, my love, is unique. 
 
   He bent and caught her lips with his. 
 
   With no thought except getting closer, she clasped a hand behind his head and returned his kiss, even as she climbed onto him. Straddling his lap, she slid her free hand under his lab coat to touch him through the Oxford cloth shirt he wore. 
 
   And oh, mercy, this desire … so sweet, she could die of it. It filled her, flooded every nerve ending, burst forth from her pores, spilled from her mind. Urgent, aching, and incredibly sweet.
 
   “Yes, my love.” His lips left hers and his hand urged her chin up. Without hesitation, she bared her throat for the hot exploration of his mouth. 
 
   Oh, Jesus, I want your teeth right there. I want to feel the burning pierce of them.
 
   His own excitement leapt fiercely, but she felt him force it down with ruthless control. We can’t.
 
   “I know.” She clutched his shoulders, trembling violently, trying to master her own clamoring desires. “I know.”
 
   “But we can do everything else.” With dizzying speed, he rolled her onto the bed, coming down to cover her torso with his own, pinning her there with his weight and strength. 
 
   Pulse thundering, she pulled back a few millimeters to make sure she was reading him right. “You’re kidding? What about all those good reasons we talked about?”
 
   He pulled away slightly, fumbled in the pocket of his lab coat and produced a box, which he held up for her examination.
 
   “Condoms?”
 
   “Courtesy of Eli.”
 
   “But condoms? If it’s that simple, why didn’t we think of it before?”
 
   “We weren’t blood-bonded before.”
 
   She heard the echo behind the words: We had a choice before. Her happiness dimmed a few watts. A man of reason and science, did he begrudge the hijacking of his higher brain by this mystical bond? 
 
   He took her hand and drew it down to press against his erection, which currently tented the fine wool of his trousers. “Does this feel like I begrudge our bond?”
 
   She laughed, and his mouth caught hers. 
 
   Okay, she thought. Okay. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 20
 
    
 
   DELANO CAUGHT the laugh as it left her mouth, taking the joy straight into him. He was drunk on her. Her fragrant hair, the rising musk of her arousal, the soft silk of her skin, and yes, the slide of his thoughts against hers. It was the most erotic thing he’d ever known. 
 
   He lifted his head. “Listen to me, Ainsley. You mustn’t let me take your blood.”
 
   She smiled up at him. “We talked about this. I trust you, Del.”
 
   He let the reins of control slip the merest bit, just enough so she could feel the breadth and scope of the blood hunger. 
 
   “Oh. Oh!” 
 
   She tried to struggle up, but he held her there until she subsided on the mattress again. 
 
   “Why didn’t you tell me you were fasting? My God, Delano, I’m such an idiot. I can’t believe it didn’t occur to me that you wouldn’t know your own blood type.” 
 
   He pushed the blood-lust back down. “It didn’t seem important to mention until now.”
 
   “Not important? What are you going to do for sustenance?”
 
   “I can go without blood for a couple of days with minimal impact.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Really. It certainly didn’t cause that scene out there with Eli. At worst, I get a little … how do you say? Bitchy. The other was caused by … well, you know.”
 
   “I know.” 
 
   She traced his mouth with a delicate finger, and it was all he could do to keep from drawing it into his mouth. Patience.
 
   “So how long do you need to fast?”
 
   “Forty-eight hours should do it. If there are no changes in my blood chemistry by then, we can safely assume there will be no reversal and I’ll go back to my regular infusions. And if there are changes, I won’t need to worry about typing and cross-matching, because I’ll be looking for a rare steak and a pint of dark ale.”
 
   Her lips curved in a smile, but her eyes stayed sober. “You sure you’re okay for this?”
 
   Let’s hope he was, because he wasn’t about to stop now. And that thought he kept carefully shrouded. He bit her finger gently, delighting in the shiver that went through her. “With a little help from you, it won’t be a problem.”
 
   “As in don’t go begging for the teeth again?”
 
   “Exactly.”
 
   He felt her hands pushing against his chest. Roll over.
 
   He obliged, but pulled her with him, not ready to lose contact. She stretched for something just beyond her reach, flattening her breasts against his shoulder in the process, then came back with the prize — the box of condoms. She pulled one out and waggled it, smiling wolfishly. 
 
   “I’m guessing you’ve never had occasion to don one of these, huh?”
 
   “You’d guess right.”
 
   “Then let me do the honors.”
 
   He started to sit up so he could remove his clothes, but she pushed him back again. 
 
   “No. I want your clothes on.”
 
   Clothes on? 
 
   He couldn’t have stopped the probe he sent into her mind if his life depended on it, and she was right there, ready for him. His heart literally skipped a couple of beats, then fell into a heavy thudding. She meant to take him as he had taken her, thoroughly and relentlessly, and all she required of him was a promise of passivity.
 
   “That’s all?” He groaned. “Lord, woman, this will kill me.” 
 
   The smile she gave him was all sin, and his heart rate took another jump. 
 
   “Okay, do your worst.”
 
   Laughing, she leaned forward and kissed him briefly. When he would have deepened the kiss, she pulled away. “My worst is very, very good.”
 
   She slid off the bed, her fingers already working on the buttons of her shirt. The garment floated to the floor, and she turned her attention to the khaki pants, making short work of them. In fifteen seconds flat, she stood there beside the bed in her bra and panties. 
 
   “Can I talk?”
 
   She grinned. “You’re required to talk. Or at least think loudly. The only thing you can’t do is take control.”
 
   Lord, this would kill him. “You are so lovely.”
 
   “Wanna see more?”
 
   Yes.
 
   She popped the front clasp of her bra, freeing her breasts. The bra slid down her arms to join the other clothing at her feet.
 
   She angled her head. “What’s that? Did you say something?”
 
   “The rest,” he croaked. 
 
   Holding his gaze, she slid her fingers into the waistband of her lace panties and pushed them down over her hips. With a little encouragement, they settled around her ankles and she stepped out of them. 
 
   Perfect.
 
   She stepped closer to the bed and he started to sit up, intent on touching her. She pressed him back down with a hand to his chest. “I want you like this, flat on your back with your feet on the floor.”
 
   His sex jerked beneath the fabric of his trousers, drawing her attention. 
 
   “Poor baby,” she cooed. “Would you like me to let you out of there?”
 
   This is going to be hard.
 
   “Ah, but incredibly rewarding.” She stepped closer and he widened the stance of his legs to allow her to get as close as possible. Then her fingers were at his belt, working it loose, and unfastening the button at his waist. Her hair, which she’d flipped to one side, trailed against his left side. With the skill of a nurse, she eased his zipper down. 
 
   “Boxers! I knew it.”
 
   Despite his intense arousal, he laughed. “There have been many scientific and technological advances over the years that I’ve taken full advantage of, but spandex briefs is not one I’ve — ah!”
 
   She’d eased his boxers down, and his sex sprang free. Her eyes fixed on him, pupils dilating, nostrils flaring. And oh, God! He hardly needed to read her mind to know she was frankly savoring the scent of his arousal, feeling it do its work to intensify her own arousal state. He could practically hear the blood rush to her genitals, congesting the tissues, slicking her vagina… 
 
   He groaned. “Ainsley, honey, have mercy on me.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “If you’re going to think thoughts like that, I might not last long enough for you to ravish me.”
 
   She flushed. “You heard that? I didn’t mean to project it.”
 
   “Forget what I said. Don’t edit. I want to feel everything you feel.”
 
   “Good, because obviously I have some work to do to master that editing thing.” She picked up a condom from the spilled box and tore the wrapper off. “Showtime.” She positioned herself to apply the condom, but hesitated.
 
   He caught her concern and laughed. “Don’t worry. I know it’ll be different, but that’s a good thing. It’ll be the perfect reminder why that luscious carotid artery of yours shall remain unmolested.” 
 
   Needing no further assurance, she applied the condom with a practiced touch. 
 
   “Does it bother you?”
 
   He didn’t pretend to misunderstand. “Not for a minute. Everything that you’ve done was all part of a path that led to this moment. How could I wish it otherwise?”
 
   “Good answer.” 
 
   With that, she bent and took his phallus in her mouth. And by all that was holy, she was better at shielding her thoughts than she’d thought, because he hadn’t seen that coming! Then she swirled her tongue around his latex-sheathed glans, and coherent thought fled. There was only sensory input. Her hot mouth doing unspeakably wonderful things, her warm breath and hair tickling his skin, the thrilling surge of blood in her— 
 
   No, don’t think about the blood. No blood. No blood.
 
   Instead, he focused on the erotic picture she made at his groin, completely naked while he was completely clothed. And that just about put him over the edge. Fortunately, she pulled back before he had to beg, though he wasn’t sure whether he’d have begged for her to stop or keep going.
 
   “Not a chance, Bowen. Not this time, anyway. I planned to ravish you, remember?”
 
   “I remember. That’s the kind of detail a finely-honed scientific mind like mine tends to keep a firm grip on.”
 
   “Yeah?” She climbed fully onto the bed, straddling him with her thighs. “Well, here’s another instruction for that steel trap of a mind of yours. No touching. I’m sure you can remember it.”
 
   No touching? His fingers itched to catch those breasts, to guide a tight, rosy nipple into his mouth. “You can’t mean it.”
 
   “Oh, but I do. You’ll take control if I give you half a chance, so no touching.”
 
   He groaned. “This is going to kill me.”
 
   “Not unless the condom breaks.”
 
   A bark of laughter escaped him. “That’s one black sense of humor you have, my love.”
 
   “Meshes nicely with yours, I’ve noticed.”
 
   “Okay, no touching,” he conceded. “Although in that event, restraints might have been a good idea.”
 
   Her eyes blazed. Next time. You can even use them on me.
 
   He couldn’t help it; his mind immediately conjured a picture of her spread-eagled face down on the bed, bound with soft ties and blindfolded so she couldn’t see him. He’d shield his thoughts so she wouldn’t know what sensory assault was coming next— 
 
   “See? Give you an inch, and you’ve got me tied up. No touching.”
 
   “Yes, Mistress.”
 
   A wicked smile curved her lips at his mock submission. “That’s better.” She moved up his body, bending low to loosen the top two buttons of his shirt. Then she kissed the vee of skin she’d exposed. He shivered involuntarily as she made her way up his neck, over his chin. When she found his mouth, her tongue invaded aggressively. He caught it and sucked gently, rewarded by the surge of excitement in her mind. She lifted her head.
 
   “What?” he reasoned. “You offered it to me.”
 
   “Okay, your mouth only,” she allowed. 
 
   Then give my mouth what we both want.
 
   Patience, my sweet.
 
   She tortured him some more, raking her hands through his hair, nuzzling his ear, and all the while rubbing her arousal-swollen breasts against his shirt-covered chest. And then, finally, finally, she arched over him, presenting him with one pink-crested breast. He sucked it greedily into his mouth, savoring not just the taste and texture of her, but the abundance of blood just beneath the skin, the blessed vasocongestion of sexual arousal. God, if he could just use his hands, he’d lift and shape those luscious mounds. 
 
   Of course, if he could use his hands, he’d seize her hips and urge her down onto his straining cock. Now.
 
   She moaned and surged against him, reacting to his thoughts, and it occurred to him that he had other tools at his disposal besides his mouth. 
 
   Pushing aside the last veil of privacy, he opened his mind completely to hers. Explicit, wild, unedited, savagely carnal. He opened the gates and let it all pour out, and suddenly he had no need of his hands to urge her onward.
 
   She reared back, guided his impossibly engorged cock to her entrance, then sank on him, impaling herself to the hilt with one screaming thrust. He gripped the bedclothes and felt the material shred beneath his fingers like tissue paper. And then — dear merciful God in heaven — then she was riding him. Wildly, recklessly, mindlessly, and he couldn’t tell her pleasure from his. The ascent was swift. Her orgasm took her with a force that carried him right along behind. When she collapsed on his chest, she trembled like an aspen.
 
   And so, God help him, did he.
 
    
 
    “Omigod, that was so … much.” She lay there, feeling as though she’d literally melted over his hard body like hot wax. A part of her wondered if she would ever be able to pull herself completely back together, or whether they were permanently merged.
 
   His hands caressed her butt. “Too much?”
 
   “Never!”
 
   A muffled laugh. Then, in a more serious tone, “Ainsley, I have to get up.”
 
   “Oh. The condom. Of course.”
 
   “That, too.”
 
   She pushed herself upward, intending to search his eyes, but her gaze never reached that far. It caught and held on his teeth. His very long, pointy teeth.
 
   “Nothing to worry about. Just a little post-coital reaction.” 
 
   He rolled her to the side, easing out of her. She felt the loss like a physical ache, but she was too preoccupied with this new development to dwell on it.
 
   “I’m so sorry, Delano. You must be miserable. It’s all my fault.”
 
   He laughed. “Yeah, miserable. To think I was just twenty years away from the century marker in the abstinence competition, and you had to come along and ruin my record.” 
 
   She smacked his shoulder. “You know what I mean.”
 
   “I know what you mean. And this is a momentary thing. It will subside quickly, I promise you.”
 
   “But—”
 
   “No buts. Compared to what we just did, it barely signifies. Now, don’t move,” he ordered. “I’ll be right back.” 
 
   He rolled off the bed and headed for the bathroom. He was quick, but by the time he returned, she was already self-conscious enough to have gotten up and found her robe.
 
   “Suddenly shy, are we?”
 
   “No.” She lifted her chin. “We’re cold.”
 
   His low laughter sent a frisson skating over her skin. 
 
   “You know better than to do that with me,” he said.
 
   Right. He could read her mind. “Okay, I’m feeling a little … strange.”
 
   His face sobered. “And I’m feeling like throwing you over my shoulder and hauling you off to my rooms so that after we finish making love, you’ll be there with me when dawn drives me into the day sleep.” His Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed. “How’s that for strange?”
 
   It sounded wonderful. Incredible. Too good to be true. She wet her lips. “What? You’re not going back down to the lab?”
 
   He shrugged. “There are only a few hours left of the night anyway. And my concentration is not the best for what needs to be done.”
 
   She smiled. “Well, I guess you can take one night off. When’s the last time you played hooky?”
 
   He blinked. “I can’t remember.”
 
   Oh, Delano. “Then I’d say this is long overdue. And you do have a lot of lost time to make up for in the sex department…”
 
   Without a growl, he did exactly as he’d threatened, scooping her up into a fireman’s lift and bearing her off toward his suite of rooms. 
 
   “Del! What if Eli sees?”
 
   His laugh vibrated through her body, and she savored it. How many times had he laughed tonight? This was the man who gave serious a whole new dimension. 
 
   “Have you forgotten who donated the condoms?” His stride slowed. “Whoops, speaking of condoms, we left them in your room. I’ll drop you off and go back for them.”
 
   “No we didn’t.” 
 
   They’d reached his room and he deposited her back on her feet. She pulled a handful of wrapped condoms from the pocket of her robe. “See?”
 
   “All nine of them?” He laughed, closing the bedroom door behind them. “My recuperative powers are formidable, but that might be a challenge even for me.”
 
   Man, he was deadly when he smiled like that. Not that he wasn’t smolderingly gorgeous when he brooded, but this laughing Delano made her heart overflow.
 
   She smiled past the ache of happiness in her chest. “Right now, I think I could be happy just looking at you.” 
 
   “Happy to oblige.”
 
   His clothes came off with his usual efficiency, as though he were oblivious of his own masculine beauty. She’d seen his body before, but the quarters had clearly been too close to permit full appreciation of the total package. Now, she stepped back and actively appreciated. 
 
   Broad shoulders tapered to lean hips, which flowed into powerful thighs. Even his feet were finely formed. For a man who never saw the sun, his skin was surprisingly dark. Still, the black hairs dusting his impressive pectorals and arrowing down to his groin stood out starkly. And oh, glory, the muscles! 
 
   I please you?
 
   Her throat tightened. If you pleased me any more, I don’t think I could stand it.
 
   “Your turn,” he said softly.
 
   She shrugged the robe off, and stood for his appraisal. His dark gaze slid over her body like a physical caress, pausing here, lingering there, and his approval was patently evident. 
 
   Blinking back tears, she smiled. I please you?
 
   You please me in every way imaginable.
 
   He opened her arms and she went into them. He crushed her against his chest, pressing her face into his neck, kissing her hair, running his hands roughly over her back. Moving backwards, she tugged him along until the backs of her legs collided with the bed. They went down onto the mattress in a tangle of limbs, and just the feel of him — his warm, solid, glorious weight and hair-roughened skin — was almost enough to make her come. Mouths caught and held, hands searched and found, minds touched.
 
   She broke their kiss, clutching his shoulders. “Del, we need a condom.”
 
   He levered himself off her and returned seconds later with the contents of her robe pocket. Taking one packet and dropping the others on the night table, he turned his attention to the condom. 
 
   She took it from him with fingers that trembled. “I know you could use the practice, but next time, okay? Right now, we need this on you.”
 
   Seconds later, his weight was back, pressing her into the firm mattress. She shifted, parting her legs, and he pushed into her. And oh God she wanted it to last and last, but she just couldn’t hang on. A dozen thrusts and she exploded in a short, sharp orgasm. He stilled to let her wring every last drop of pleasure from it, then started moving again, his thrusts slower and more deliberate.
 
   “Delano?”
 
   “Hold onto me, Ainsley. I want to feel your arms around me. Don’t let go.”
 
   She twined her arms around his neck, and knew that he’d lied for her. He hadn’t played hooky because he wasn’t up to whatever delicate task awaited him in the lab. He was here right now because he feared they might never have another chance to love each other like this. 
 
   Tears slid down her cheeks, and she gripped him harder, closing her legs around him, enveloping him.
 
   Their loving went on forever. Slowly, he built that sweet tension in her again and again, until one climax rolled into the next one and the next one. When she could literally stand no more, he let his own release claim him, shuddering and trembling in the tight clasp of her arms.
 
    
 
   Delano disposed of the condom and stepped into the shower, letting the hot spray hit his chest. 
 
   He hadn’t wanted to leave the embrace of her body. He’d been busy cursing the condom and the consequent need to get up when it struck him that the other need to get up was mysteriously absent. His canines had not erupted following his orgasm. Before she could notice or comment on that development, or non-development, he’d rolled away, mumbling something about cleaning up.
 
   He turned to let the water sluice his back and flinched. Ah, Ainsley had marked him with her fingernails. He grinned, finding himself wishing the small hurt could stay with him beyond the next hours. Unfortunately, it would be erased in the day sleep, leaving no lingering evidence of their shared passion.
 
   The shower door opened, letting in a draft of cool air. “Is it safe for me to come in?”
 
   He took her hand and pulled her inside the enclosure. He gave her a second to close the door behind her, then tugged her into his arms for a kiss. She melted against him, into him. Lord, he loved her. 
 
   He pulled away. “Let me wash you.”
 
   She acquiesced, letting him soap her body and shampoo her hair. When he’d finished finger-combing the crème rinse into her hair and rinsing it smooth, she picked up the soap and returned the favor. He had to bend to let her shampoo his hair. Gently, she worked around the lacerations Eli had inflicted, and the tenderness in her fingertips was almost enough to make him weep.
 
   Afterward, he helped her blow her hair dry, and she reciprocated. Then they turned out the lights and climbed into his bed. Both of them could feel the approaching dawn.
 
   He pulled her close and felt her sadness. “What’s wrong, little one?”
 
   She blinked rapidly. I know you could push your way in to find out what’s troubling me. Thank you for not doing that. 
 
   He smiled. “There’s such a thing as etiquette, even among the psychically linked.”
 
   “Yikes! I hope you’ll tell me if I overstep the bounds.”
 
   “Not to worry. You’ll know when an unwelcome psychic foray has been repulsed, I promise you. Now tell me why you’re sad.”
 
   She drew a deep breath, let it out, then drew another. “I’m afraid I’ll wake up tomorrow morning — or rather, tomorrow evening — and this will have been a dream. I’ll be in my bed, alone. Or worse, I’ll be here and you’ll be angry at me again.”
 
   “Sweetheart.” He kissed her as sweetly as he could. “It’s not just real. It’s forever.”
 
   “Promise?”
 
   “Promise. Now I need a promise from you.”
 
   “Name it.”
 
   “Don’t let me get carried away in the dream sleep.”
 
   “We can’t fool around when we wake up?”
 
   He grinned. God bless her. “We can definitely fool around, but just make sure I’m properly awake, for safety’s sake. Lord knows what I might do — or not do — if I think I’m dreaming again.”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   He kissed her one last time, and found that incredible well of tender emotion right there beneath the surface, as deep and endless as before. He brushed a strand of hair behind her ear and looked deep into her eyes, memorizing their exact shade of violet. “Sleep now, love. I can feel your exhaustion from exercising those psychic muscles.”
 
   “Mmmm.”
 
   She moved away, just far enough to break contact, but close enough that he could still feel her body heat, hear the beat of her heart, the whoosh of her blood, the soft in-and-out of her respirations. Obviously she’d sensed his need to be untouched in the day sleep. He sent her a psychic thank you, followed by a powerful sleep suggestion. Within the minute, she was slumbering. It took considerably longer for sleep to claim him. 
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 21
 
    
 
   DELANO DREAMED of the Sahara. Even as he struggled up one dune and stumbled and slid down the next, he kept thinking, “But I’ve never been to Africa”. But somehow he knew it was the Sahara. On and on he slogged, the desert stretching endlessly in front of him, with nothing on the shimmering horizon to promise relief. He was dreaming. He knew he was dreaming, but Christ on the cross, it felt so real. The merciless sun searing his skin, the heat sapping his strength and fuelling a terrible bone-deep thirst…
 
   Wait a minute — sun searing his skin? Definitely a dream. He’d never make it fifty feet in the Saharan sun before collapsing from anaphylactic shock, let alone trekking for miles in the burning sand.
 
   But the thirst! It was so real, so urgent and all-consuming.
 
   “Delano?”
 
   Confused, he turned full circle, scanning the barren landscape. “Eli?”
 
   “Delano, wake up!”
 
   He cocked his head at the female voice. Ainsley was here, too? This was too strange. Why couldn’t he see them? Had he gone blind from the sun?
 
   “Delano.” This time, Eli’s voice held a note of command. “You have to wake up. We have a problem.”
 
   Someone laid a hand on him, jerking him out of the dream state. He jackknifed up, causing both Eli and Ainsley to spring back. 
 
   “What is it?” His heart banged against his ribs. “Are we under attack?”
 
   “No, but I have some grim news from the team we sent to Mexico.”
 
   “What’s happened?”
 
   “They’re gone.”
 
   Delano swallowed. Christ, his mouth felt like the desert of his dreams. Clearly, it had been a very long time since he’d last fasted. He didn’t remember the physical symptoms being so … well, physical. Even his pulse felt skittery. Skittery and feeble at the same time. Concentrate, Bowen. What had Eli said? They’re gone. Who were they? 
 
   Holy Christ! 
 
   “Mrs. Michaels and her daughter?”
 
   “Yes, and the local operatives were slain. All four of them.”
 
   Janecek! 
 
   Delano shot a glance at Ainsley, who looked like someone had unplugged her power supply. She sat there with the bedspread wrapped around her naked body, her eyes vacant, her mouth gone slack. Shock. It wouldn’t last. 
 
   He took her left hand in his and chafed it with his own hands. She showed no awareness of his attempt to comfort, but he didn’t release her hand. The contact comforted him, dammit. 
 
   He turned back to Eli, doing his best to pretend that he was facing his lieutenant across a table, rather than sitting here buck-naked in bed with a sheet covering his privates. 
 
   “Okay, let’s hear what you know. Start from the beginning, and don’t leave anything out.” 
 
   Eli grimaced. “It’s a short story, I’m afraid. Our day/night team went wheels up shortly after 1:00 this morning, and reached shelter for our vamp before dawn. Digger Harris took the day shift, but couldn’t make contact with the locals we hired. After he failed to reach a single member of the team at the coordinates we provided, he made a personal reconnaissance of the subject’s house.”
 
   Delano swallowed again, no easy task given he seemed to have no saliva available. “Which is when he found the whole team slaughtered and the Michaels woman and child missing.”
 
   “That’s it,” said Eli, rubbing the back of his neck, “in a fuckin’ nutshell.”  
 
   “We’re sure it was Janecek?” Delano knew the answer but had to ask the question.
 
   “I think it’s a safe assumption, particularly given that they were all exsanguinated.”
 
   “Where are they?” Beside him, Ainsley stirred at last, extracting her hand from his. “What has that creature done with Lucy and Devon?”
 
   Ainsley’s eyes no longer looked vacant, but Delano wasn’t entirely certain their new expression was much of an improvement. Her beautiful violet eyes had gone volcanic with a hot fury with which Delano was only too well acquainted. He didn’t have to probe her mind to appreciate what she was feeling. Her lust for vengeance spilled from every pore, permeating the room.  
 
   Easy, baby. “He won’t have harmed them.” 
 
   She glowered at him. Yet, you mean.
 
   He wished he could refute her assessment of Janecek’s intent, but she’d know he was lying. But what Janecek intended wasn’t necessarily what would come to pass. Not while he still lived and breathed. 
 
   “He’ll use them to negotiate. And to do that, he’ll have to bring them to us. When he does, we’ll simply have to figure out how to wrest them away.”
 
   She stared at him, unblinking. “You know what he’s going to try to negotiate. Us for them. Plus destruction of your labs and the work you’ve done.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “Whoa right there.” Eli held up a hand. “Don’t tell me you’re seriously thinking about agreeing to his demands?” He looked from one to the other. “Goddammit, he’ll kill you both! And when he’s done, he’ll kill the Michaels woman and her kid just to put an exclamation point on his victory.”
 
   Delano tried to work up enough spit to swallow again. “At the risk of sounding repetitive, I know.”
 
   “And then there would be nothing standing between Janecek and his prey.” Eli didn’t raise his voice. Rather, he got quieter and more deadly as he went. “Our friend Radak and all the other monsters like him will be free to cull the herd with impunity then, wouldn’t they? Alleyways and crack houses and battlefields and hospital wards and anywhere else where sudden deaths can be readily explained. That is, until the day arrives when their numbers are so plentiful that they no longer give a shit whether or not their kills go unnoticed.”
 
   Delano dragged a hand through his hair. “Christ, Eli, I know that, too. Obviously, we can’t concede to his demands.”
 
   “I can.”
 
   Delano and Eli swiveled to gawk at Ainsley. 
 
   “The vaccine is all but finished, right? You don’t really need me any more. And if there’s any doubt, you can take as much blood as you like. I just need enough to stay on my feet to make the exchange.”
 
   “No!”
 
   Both men spoke at once.
 
   Ainsley held up a hand. “Hear me out. This makes sense. We oblige him to settle for me. He lets Lucy and Devon go. Of course, he’s not really planning to let them go. He’ll be planning to kill all of us, but as soon as I get close, I detonate a bomb and take him out.”
 
   Delano found his voice first. “A bomb?”
 
   “Yes. You can wire it onto me.”
 
   “A suicide bomb?”
 
   “No, a smart bomb that will hurt him but not me.”
 
   Delano leapt up, yanking the sheet with him. “No way. No fucking way.” 
 
   Stunned silence greeted his use of the blunt Anglo-Saxon epithet, and he took advantage of it. 
 
   “Have you forgotten the blood-bond, Ainsley? You die, I follow. It’s as simple as that. Then there will be no one left to perfect the vaccine, no matter how much blood you leave behind.” He wrapped the sheet around himself, holding it bunched at his hip with one hand. “Christ, we might as well concede to his demands if that’s your plan.”
 
   “He’s right, Ainsley.”
 
   Ainsley wheeled on Eli, her lip curled in a veritable snarl. “I know he’s right, dammit!” Her fierce expression crumpled, leaving raw, stomach-churning fear etched in every line of her face. “Oh, God, what are we going to do? I can’t let anything happen to them. This is all my fault.”
 
   Guilt scored Delano’s conscience, raking its claws deep into his psyche. The two people who gave her life meaning, the people for whom she’d sacrificed everything… And now, because of him, their lives now hung in the balance. If he hadn’t hunted her down, Lucy and Devon Michaels would still be safe. Ainsley would be safe. 
 
   “I’m the one who dragged you into this, remember? It’s my fault.”
 
   Eli snorted, crossing his arms across his powerful chest. “I can’t believe what I’m hearing. Janecek is the villain of this piece, make no mistake about it.” He glared at Ainsley. “None of this is your fault, Ainsley. Absolutely none of it. You just happened to be born with a funky gene. Are we clear on that?”
 
   Before Ainsley could respond, Eli wheeled toward Delano.
 
   “And you — you coulda been more transparent with Ainsley from the start, no question. You know my position on that, so I’ll leave it alone. But everyone in this room knows that it wouldn’t have made a tinker’s damn of a difference to the outcome. Once her eyes were opened to the predators, Ainsley could no more have turned her back on this project than I could. So if you please, a little less self-flagellating and a little more strategizing as to how we’re going to bring this motherfucker down.”
 
   Amazed, Delano arched a brow. “Are you finished?”
 
   “Gawd, I hope so. I just shot my word quota for the next four days.” 
 
   Delano clapped his free hand on Eli’s back. “As always, you give wise counsel. Why don’t we, er,” he looked down at the sheet he clutched over his nakedness, “compose ourselves and meet over the dining room table?”
 
   Eli nodded. “I’ll put coffee on.” 
 
   As soon as they were alone, Delano went to Ainsley and gathered her into his arms. She shuddered, and he held her closer, absorbing her fear and dread and guilt and misery. “I’m so sorry, little one.”
 
   She let herself lean on him a moment, then pulled back. “I’ve got to go get dressed,” she said, her voice thick with unshed tears. 
 
   “Of course.” He released her immediately, although it was the last thing he wanted to do. He wanted to hold her. He wanted to tell her what this past day had meant to him. He wanted to hear what it meant to her. He wanted the equivalent of morning-after assurances, in the evening. But this was not the time. He gave her arm a last squeeze. “I’ll see you shortly.”
 
   When she’d left, he headed straight for the bathroom. Standing at the basin, he turned the water on. He gave it a few seconds to run cold, then cupped his hands beneath the faucet to capture the crystal-clear liquid, bent and drank deep. Then he repeated the process a half-dozen times, until the sweet, clean water had knocked the edge of his thirst. Shutting off the tap, he reached for a hand towel and swiped it across his face. Catching his own gaze in the mirror, he cursed. “Great timing, Bowen.”
 
   He was about to go up against an enemy who was among the most powerful vampires alive. 
 
   Cursing, Delano started the shower, adjusted the water temperature and stepped under the hot spray, letting it bathe the scratches on his back with tongues of fire. Scratches that had failed to heal during his day sleep, because, God help him, he was no longer a vampire, or fast achieving that state. A fact he was going to have to keep from Ainsley and Eli, who were going to need every ounce of courage they could muster for the confrontation to come.
 
    
 
   Ainsley managed to stay in her chair out of sheer willpower. They’d been going over different scenarios and what-ifs and contingencies for hours now, and she was ready to scream. 
 
   No, she wanted to hit something, to lash out. She wanted to tear this room apart. She wanted to hurl her coffee mug against the wall, overturn the table, smash the stupid speakerphone that refused to ring.
 
   She glanced at Delano, and felt some of the desperate edge come off. Poor Del. He didn’t look to be in much better shape than she was. Not that he looked bad; she’d come to believe he was incapable of that. But he looked … what? More vulnerable, maybe. Suddenly, she wanted to circle the table and put her arms around him right where he sat, holding him as tightly as he’d asked her to do last night.
 
   He looked up and caught her eye.
 
   Tell me again that it’s going to be all right.
 
   Instead of replying to her silent plea, he reached across the table and covered her hand with his, giving it a reassuring squeeze.
 
   Of course. He wanted her to conserve her psychic energy. He’d been right about that. Her mental exhaustion in the wee small hours before dawn had been profound. When Delano sent her a sleep suggestion, it had been lights out. She couldn’t remember the last time she slept so soundly, even with the help of a sleep aid.
 
   The speakerphone rang, jolting everyone visibly. 
 
   Delano stabbed a button. “Bowen.”
 
   “So curt.” Janecek’s voice filled the dining room, but there was a great deal of background noise, a rhythmic whup-whupping. “And after I’ve come all this way to see you.”
 
   Eli muted the phone. “Chopper,” he said, then depressed the mute button again.
 
   “I’m touched,” Delano drawled.
 
   “It doesn’t look like it from up here,” shouted Janecek over the beating of the helicopter’s blades. “It looks like you’ve got a SWAT team up here ready to take us out on your command.”
 
   Ainsley’s stomach churned. He was here, in a helicopter, hovering close enough to see the guard posted on the roof! 
 
   On cue, Eli’s radio erupted with a report from the roof of an incoming aircraft, potentially hostile. He stabbed the mute button on the phone, then depressed the transmit button on his radio. “Roger that, B-Team. Hold your fire. Repeat, hold your fire. There are hostages on board that helo. Over.”
 
   When Eli’s radio had crackled a “Roger that”, Delano took the mute off again. 
 
   “You expected us to roll out the red carpet, perhaps?”
 
   “What I expect,” he said, “is a little respect for my cargo.”
 
   Unable to stand it a moment longer, Ainsley jumped up. “Goddamn you, you monster, they better be all right!”
 
   “Ah, Ms. Crawford. Good of you to confirm your presence. Because without you, this delightful duo would be of no use to me, save perhaps as an appetizer. They’re neither one of them very big.”
 
   Ainsley gasped, but Delano pushed into her mind with a faint but firm command not to rise to the bait. Digging her nails into her palms, she forced herself to sink back into her chair. His eyes thanked her, and he turned his attention back to the phone.
 
   “Come on, Radak. Skip the theatrics and get straight to the point.”
 
   “Okay, Delano. Here’s my point.” 
 
   Screams erupted, and the rotor blades became suddenly louder.
 
   Eli’s radio burst to life again with the voice of a team member Ainsley had met a handful of times. “Jesus, he’s dangling someone out of the chopper! And not over the roof, either. Over the street. Jesus, fuck! It’s a kid. Just a kid.”
 
   Ainsley leapt to her feet again, wanting to crawl through the telephone to get at the bastard. “You hurt that child and I’ll kill you!”
 
   “Tell Delano to withdraw his forces from the roof, Ms. Crawford, and nothing will happen to the child. Then you and me and Daddy Dearest can sit down and talk trade.”
 
   Eli stabbed the mute button. “We can call ’em down, but have them arrayed just inside the doors to the roof. If it starts to go sideways up there, they can be back out on the roof in seconds.”
 
   Delano released the mute. “We’ll meet your demand. Just haul that kid back in.”
 
   The noise of the rotors dipped again, making the sobs of mother and child all the more audible. Oh, Devon, Lucy, I’m so sorry. 
 
   “Okay, she’s safely inside again,” came Janecek’s voice. “Your turn.”
 
   Eli gave the order for his men to retreat, this time not bothering with the mute button. However, he did mute the phone to relay the order for them to hang just inside the stairwell, close to the roof’s door.
 
   “Better?” Delano asked.
 
   “Infinitely. But before I land, I want you to tell Mr. Grayson that this handsome craft is equipped with an M60D machine gun. He’ll be familiar with it. It’s standard NATO fare, I understand, and it’ll be pointed at that door. My pilot tells me it’s rated for 550 shots per minute, as I’m sure Mr. Grayson can confirm, although I haven’t had an opportunity to personally benchmark it against those specs.”
 
   Delano glanced at Eli, who nodded grimly.
 
   “Okay, land that bird and we’ll talk again.” Delano leaned forward and hit the off button on the conference phone.
 
   Ainsley’s stomach dropped sickeningly. “You hung up on him? Omigod, what have you done?”
 
   “I’ve simply reminded him that we also have something he wants, and that he doesn’t hold all the cards.” 
 
   Ainsley was vaguely aware of Eli in the background, instructing the B-Team to move further down the stairwell and out of danger from the helo’s guns.
 
   “But he does hold the cards.” She thumped her hand on the table. “He’s got Lucy and Devon. You just heard what he did to Devon!”
 
   Before Delano could defend his action, Eli jumped in to do it for him. “Delano’s right,” he said, radio still gripped at the ready. “We have to try to hang on to whatever edge we can get, even if it’s psychological. And don’t forget, we have our little jack-in-the-box surprise up there.”
 
   He referred, of course, to the commando they’d earlier stashed in Delano’s helicopter. They’d also planted a guy in the interstitial space between the first and second floors, above the security room with its banks of monitors, which would be the logical place for Janecek to take up headquarters if he gained access to the building from below. Yet another man lay in hiding in the building they’d made use of as a clinic, in case Janecek chose that location for a rendezvous. But they’d felt all along that the roof was more Janecek’s style, and he’d obliged. Still, what if Janecek sensed their man’s presence?
 
   She felt her nails biting into her palms again, and unclenched her fists. “That’s presuming he goes undetected. You know the first thing he’s going to do is a deep scan of the roof for any kind of hidden presence. Can you be completely certain the stealth technology of the helicopter will shield him?”
 
   “We’ve been over this before, Ainsley,” replied Delano. “Remember the way Janecek walked right up to me wearing that fireman’s turn-out suit? If Kevlar shielded a powerful vampire so completely from my senses, then I have every confidence that the helicopter’s technology will easily shield a mere man. And he’s tucked completely out of sight, if Janecek is suspicious enough to order a visual.” 
 
   Ainsley grimaced. He was out of sight, all right, lying in the coffin-like bed Delano had retired to during their daylight flight from St. Cloud. He’d be a sitting duck — no, make that a dead duck — if they were wrong about the shielding capacity of the helicopter’s highly reflective shell. “But what about—”
 
   Delano responded to her concern before she could voice it. “Janecek won’t catch a whiff of our guy’s thoughts. That’s why we gave him the headphones. That’s why he’s been instructed to focus exclusively on the continuous incantation being relayed to him. Until and unless we interrupt that flow with other orders, he won’t be having the kind of brain wave activity that Janecek can pick up on.” 
 
   She gnawed her lower lip. “You should have let me do it. I’d feel better if I was up there. At least then I could—”
 
   “Feel like you were doing something?” Eli sighed. “I know how you feel.” 
 
   Eli’s voice was harsh, as though he, too, wanted to be the one on the roof. Suddenly, she remembered the way he’d looked the first time she’d asked him about why he’d left the army to work for Delano. He’d said he’d found another war to fight. She’d never pursued the matter with him, but it was evidently very personal. He badly wanted to be the one to bring the monster down. What had Janecek — or someone like him — done to Eli? 
 
   “But all due respect,” Eli continued, “the man up there is a former Navy SEAL. He’ll get the job done if the opportunity is there. Besides, you and Delano have to be down here, to negotiate with Janecek. He’d know something was up if you weren’t both here for his call.”
 
   The phone rang again. 
 
   Delano let it ring twice before picking it up. “Bowen.”
 
   “Hang up on me again, and you’ll get one of these ladies back faster than you bargained for, but you won’t like the condition you find her in.”
 
   Ainsley’s anguished gaze flew to Delano’s. See? You angered him!
 
   That’s good, he countered silently. If we don’t get him off balance, he won’t make a mistake. And if he makes no mistakes, we’re screwed.
 
   “So sorry,” he said aloud, “I didn’t realize you needed me to hold your hand for the landing.”
 
   “Ah, but you did your share of hand-holding in your time, didn’t you, Delano? Not to mention a little hand shackling.”
 
   Delano sighed, and Ainsley noticed a tic start under his left eye. 
 
   “You were a child, Radak. An abomination, to be sure, but a child nevertheless. I tried to protect you from your own appetites. Unchecked by an immature value system, you would have wreaked horrific destruction, and then you would have died. For while you knew how to feed, you lacked the necessary survival skills.”
 
   “Ah, my father, my savior.”
 
   Delano rubbed a hand across his forehead, and Ainsley realized he was wiping away perspiration. What? She’d never seen him do that before. So much for the superior vampiric biology he’d tried to explain to her. She’d wager his system was dumping plenty of stress hormones right now.
 
   “Once more, I am not your father. But I did try to protect you. I thought if I could supervise your adolescence, you’d eventually develop the maturity to handle yourself responsibly. I was wrong.”
 
   “You were a fool, Delano. Now enough of this. You and Nurse Crawford will come up to the roof. Delano, you will come forward first. When you reach my pilot, who will be standing by the aircraft, I will release the child. When Nurse Crawford is assured of the child’s safety, then she will come forward. When we’ve secured her, I’ll let the woman go.”
 
   Delano laughed grimly. “You’re a brave man, Radak, to propose taking me first.”
 
   “Ah, but if I don’t take you first, I can’t be assured of taking you at all. I know you, Delano. You’re the big-picture guy. You’re invested in the greater good. Ms. Crawford, on the other hand, is invested in the safety of her loved ones. Besides which, we’re more than prepared to handle the likes of you.”
 
   “Give us a moment.” Delano stabbed the mute button and turned to Eli. “What are you thinking?”
 
   “The report from our security cams says we’ve got three people to worry about — the pilot, another unidentified man, probably a co-pilot, and Janecek. Janecek is in the back, keeping the kid close, which keeps the mother docile. The co-pilot is manning the big gun.”
 
   “Lovely,” Delano muttered.
 
   “I say we comply with his demand, but activate our jack-in-the-box. He’s the best sniper I’ve got. When the chopper door opens to let the kid out, we let our man take a shot. Meanwhile, you take the pilot out.”
 
   “And I’ll dart out and grab Devon,” Ainsley volunteered. 
 
   “No way,” both men said in unison.
 
   She lifted her chin. “Someone has to scoop her up. We can’t leave her there while gunfire is possibly being exchanged.”
 
   “Ainsley, honey, you can’t come outside that door. If we’re both out there on the roof at the same time, all they have to do is open up on us with that machine gun. Then they won’t have to let anyone go.”
 
   “But—”
 
   “No buts. If you’ll remember, I move a little faster than you. I can take the pilot out, scoop up the kid and get back inside before you could even reach her.”
 
   Well, that was hard to argue. He was capable of moving faster than her eyes could track him. But the plan had one flaw — a gigantic one. 
 
   “Okay, you’re much faster than me, so that makes sense. But do you really think Janecek is just going to stand in the doorway and give you that free shot? Even if he’s satisfied there’s no one up there to worry about, he’s not going to expose himself. He’s got far too much respect for you as an opponent to do that. He’ll get the co-pilot to do it.”
 
   “That’s exactly what we’re counting on,” Delano said. “The co-pilot is the one we need to take out of commission. If our man on the roof can disable him, and if I handle the pilot, that’ll leave Janecek stranded. I’m pretty sure he can’t pilot that thing himself. It’s not his style to do anything for himself that an underling can do for him.”
 
   Ainsley paled. “Okay, so he’ll be stranded, but he’ll also be extremely pissed. And he’ll still have a hostage and some serious fire power.”
 
   “Once he appreciates he’s stranded, his hand will be forced. Guns or no guns, he’ll have to negotiate with us for his own survival.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “When dawn comes, he’ll be at our mercy.” 
 
   “Couldn’t he just call for another helicopter to lift him to safety?”
 
   “He could, but he’s got to know we’re equipped with anti-aircraft guns we could turn on any incoming helo. He would not have dared land here without hostages.”
 
   “Hey guys,” Eli interrupted, “Security cams indicate the pilot is doing a visual sweep of the rooftop, looking for booby traps. He gave our helo a careful look, but didn’t raise an alarm.”
 
   “No less than what we expected,” said Delano. “Give them a few more minutes for Janecek to scan—”
 
   “Time’s up.” Janecek’s voice came through the speakerphone. “Decide now. You have precisely four minutes to get up to the roof, or one of these pretty gals becomes dinner.”
 
   Delano hit the mute button to connect with Janecek again. “We’re on our way.”
 
   “Excellent.” Janecek severed the connection, leaving a dial tone resonating through the room. 
 
   Delano turned the phone off. “Okay, raise our jack-in-the-box. We’re going up.” 
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 22
 
    
 
   DELANO SILENTLY cursed the perspiration that slicked his skin beneath the armored vest Eli insisted he wear under his shirt. Was this the normal human state, or was the reversal in progress wreaking extra havoc on his body? It had been so long, he couldn’t remember. Probably a little bit of both.
 
   Eli stood with his hand on the door’s panic bar, impatient to be off, but they had two minutes yet, and Delano had things to say to Ainsley. “Go on up,” he said. “I need a minute.”
 
   Eli frowned. “Make it a literal minute.”
 
   The door had barely closed behind him when Ainsley spoke. “I should be going up there with you.”
 
   “No, my love. You know we can’t run the risk of both of us falling into his hands. He wouldn’t spare the hostages.”
 
   “I’m scared, Delano.”
 
   “I know, love.” He put a hand to her face and felt a tremor go through her. “But it’s our best chance.”
 
   She nodded, biting her lip to still its trembling.
 
   I love you, he said silently. If something should happen to go wrong up here, I just wanted to make absolutely certain you to know that.
 
   Her brow furrowed. “Delano?”
 
   Oh, Lord, she couldn’t hear him. The reversal was progressing quickly. “Sorry, I just wanted to do this before I go.” He fit his hand behind her head and drew her to him for a short, sweet kiss. Just as quickly, he released her and stepped back. “I’m afraid our minute is up.”
 
   “I know. Go.”
 
   He’d reached the door when her voice stopped him.
 
   “Delano!”
 
   He turned to find her heart in her eyes. 
 
   “Be careful.”
 
   Heart thudding painfully against his ribs, he gave her his best reassuring smile. “I will. Now remember, don’t go out there, no matter what happens. Okay?”
 
   She nodded, her eyes solemn, and he turned away before his throat could grow any tighter. Knowing he’d used more than a minute, he leapt up the stairs. On the first landing, Eli and the members of B-Team stood waiting. 
 
   Eli clapped him on the back. “You ready for this, boss?”
 
   “Ready as I’ll ever be. Are we good to go?”
 
   “Our man has a bead on the helicopter door as we speak.”
 
   “Time to rock and roll then.”
 
   Delano ran lightly up the last flight of stairs alone. When he reached the door, he took a deep, steadying breath. Exhaling, he raised his hands up over his head, pushed the panic bar with his hip and carefully stepped out on the roof. 
 
   The pilot stood midway between the idling helicopter and the door, holding a lethal-looking rifle. A rifle that was trained unerringly on Delano’s chest as evidenced by a red laser dot. Feeling alarmingly weak in the legs — damn the timing of this mutation reversal — Delano strode toward the flak-jacketed pilot. 
 
   Then all hell broke loose.
 
   Gunfire erupted, but from the wrong helicopter! Janecek must have detected their sniper. Dammit, dammit, dammit! Before Delano’s horrified eyes, a hundred bullet holes bloomed on the body of the helo, and shattered glass erupted onto the helipad. For a few white-hot seconds, he considered trying to rescue the sniper, but logic told him neither of them would survive it.
 
   Bastards! 
 
   His blood boiling with fury, Delano streaked toward the pilot, who’d let the nose of his rifle dip when the helo-to-helo gunfire broke out. And oh, thank you Jesus, he must have had some vampiric power left, because his speed was there. The startled pilot’s curse was cut off as Delano struck his windpipe with the side of his right hand. The other man dropped his rifle and clutched his throat. Delano grabbed him. Using the pilot as a shield, he raced back to the door in a blur of speed. Yanking the door open, he hurled himself and his burden down the first flight of stairs, and not a second too soon. A hail of bullets struck the door, entering the vestibule and ricocheting dangerously. Dragging the dead weight of the now unconscious pilot, he plunged down the next flight, nearly plowing into Eli, who was on his way up.
 
   “Get down! Ricochets!”
 
   Eli crouched but didn’t retreat. Rather, he slid a shoulder under the pilot’s free arm to help Delano evacuate him. When they reached the next landing, the shooting, thank God, had stopped. Two soldiers reached for the pilot. Ribs screaming from the impact with the concrete floor, Delano was only too happy to pass off the burden. 
 
   “Get him inside. He needs attention.”
 
   Eli turned worried eyes on Delano. “What about you? Are you hit?”
 
   “No.” But dammit, he almost wished he was. How was he going to explain this goatfuck to Ainsley? Janecek would be livid, and the hostages… Dammit. He cleared his throat. “Did you get a sit rep?”
 
   “Yeah. And Ainsley will have heard it, too. I left her a radio.”
 
   I’m sorry, Ainsley. “Have you got a medical kit at the ready down there?”
 
   “Always.”
 
   “Then let’s get a move on. I think I might have hit our prisoner a little harder than was strictly necessary.” 
 
   When they reached the penthouse, they found the unconscious pilot stretched out on the carpet, with Ainsley kneeling at his side.
 
   Her eyes flew to Delano’s. “Bartlett? Did he … I mean, is he…?”
 
   Delano shook his head grimly. “That was a hell of a barrage. Even if he survived it, there’s no way to get to him.” 
 
   “And Lucy and Devon?”
 
   His throat ached. “I don’t know.”
 
   Her eyes filled with tears.
 
   I’m so sorry, Ainsley. 
 
   He knelt opposite her, forcing his attention to the patient. “Did he take any bullets?”
 
   She cleared her throat. “Not that I could see. I gather from the radio report that you struck him?”
 
   “Neck area.” Delano palpated the patient’s throat, and swore at the crackling sensation beneath his bare fingers. Damn. The man was a goner without a tracheostomy. He sat back on his heels. “Subcutaneous emphysema.” 
 
   Eli joined them, medical kit in hand. “Good thing I’ve got a trach kit in here. You want to do the honors, or shall I?”
 
   “You’d better do it.” He moved back to make room for Eli. “You don’t want to know what equipment I employed the last time I did an emergency tracheostomy. But I’ll assist.” He moved around to the pilot’s right, intending to relieve Ainsley, but she waved him off.
 
   “I’ve got it covered.” 
 
   Delano blinked. Tears still shone in her eyes, but her demeanor was completely composed. Her trauma room training, he realized. It was probably all that was holding her together. Deciding the best way to help her was to keep her busy, he backed off. 
 
   Ainsley, her hands already gloved, dug a Betadine swabstick out of the kit and swabbed the patient’s throat below the Adam’s apple. Eli tugged on surgical gloves and quickly laid out his supplies on a sterile pad. Feeling redundant, Delano watched as Eli and Ainsley worked quickly and calmly to expose two cartilage rings, incise them and install the tracheostomy tube.
 
   A moment later, Eli leaned back on his heels. “Airway restored.” Peeling off the surgical gloves, he nodded to the two men who’d carried the pilot downstairs. “He’ll be coming around any minute now. Put him in my room and shackle him to the bed. Search him. Oh, and take his clothes and give him this to wear.” He tossed one of the men a hospital-issue Johnny shirt. “That oughta keep him humble.”
 
   “He won’t be able to talk,” Delano added. “Tell him the tracheostomy is reversible, and that we’ll be in to discuss it when our situation is resolved.”
 
   As the men moved in to pick up the patient, Eli turned to Delano. “You sure you’re all right, boss? You hit the deck pretty hard.”
 
   “I’m fine.” He waved off Eli’s question, even though the dive onto the concrete had almost certainly cracked a rib or two, not to mention the scrapes and bruises. “I wish I could say the same for our sniper. I thought about trying to get him out of there, but they riddled the Comanche in a matter of seconds.”
 
   Eli cleared his throat and blinked, but his voice when he spoke was perfectly controlled. “You did the right thing, Del. Even if Bartlett wasn’t killed outright, the both of you would have been cut to ribbons if you’d tried to get him out. And by grabbing up the pilot, you drew their fire. Not to mention that we bagged ourselves a pilot.”
 
   Delano knew he could not have done anything differently, but Eli’s approval helped. He touched his ribcage surreptitiously. Yep, cracked ribs. “Thanks. Except we needed to bag two pilots to turn the tables. Janecek is going to be pissed as hell.”
 
   As soon as the words were out, he wished he could call them back. Mrs. Michaels and her daughter were still at the mercy of Janecek. Ainsley didn’t need any reminders how angry their captor was going to be. 
 
   Except when he looked around, he realized she was no longer within earshot. She’d stepped clear when the men moved in to transfer the patient to Eli’s bedroom, he remembered, but he hadn’t seen her since. Where had she gone? His pulse jerked. Not the roof! Surely not the roof. 
 
   He whipped his head around, searching for her.
 
   Oh, thank God! She sat at the dining room table, in front of the cursed speakerphone. A phone that was destined to ring any moment now. 
 
   His heart contracted at the picture she made. Now that the pilot’s medical emergency had passed, she held herself stiffly on the chair, her face tight, limbs trembling with tension held in check. 
 
   “Excuse me,” he murmured to Eli, then went to stand behind Ainsley. If she felt his hovering presence, she gave no indication. Rather, her focus was fixed intently on the phone as though she could make it ring with the sheer force of her will.
 
   Oh, Ainsley. He wanted to place his hands on her shoulders, to pull her head back against the warmth of his chest. He wanted his touch to infuse her with courage and strength, and he wanted to draw the same from her to boost his own beleaguered faith that they were going to come out of this all right. But he dared not touch her. She looked as though she might shatter into a thousand pieces at the first contact. 
 
   He seated himself beside her and sent her a calming, centering vibe. She glanced up at him, but her face disclosed no evidence that she’d caught his thoughts. Lord, he was losing his powers, piece by piece, inch by inch. Any more of this and their blood-bond might— 
 
   Heart pounding, he casually pushed his sleeve back to examine the mark on the inside of his elbow. His stomach dropped. The triangle of dots was still there, but just barely, a faint trace of what it used to be.
 
   Before he could reflect on that, the phone rang.
 
   Ainsley’s gaze sprang up to meet his, naked fear visible in those violet depths. He squeezed her hand, then pushed the button to answer the phone. “Bowen.”
 
   Eli slid into a seat across the table. 
 
   “I’m very disappointed in you, Delano.” 
 
   Janecek’s words were delivered calmly enough, but Delano heard the volcanic rage beneath the surface. He could also hear sobbing in the background. Acid erupted in his stomach, a veritable volcano of hot pain, and he grimaced. 
 
   “You used to have more respect for human life,” Janecek said.
 
   “I assure you, my respect for human life is as strong as ever.” He tensed his abdominals against the next wave of pain. “If that were not so, we wouldn’t be here in this position, would we, Radak?”
 
   Janecek snorted. “I’ve got a dead sniper out here who might argue about that. The way I see it, if you gave a flying fuck about his life, you wouldn’t have planted him in the middle of this. Did you seriously think I’d overlook him? Christ, he couldn’t have announced his presence any louder, the way he was salivating as he waited for our chopper door to swing open.”
 
   “So naturally you had to kill him.”
 
   “Like he wasn’t planning to kill us!”
 
   Delano rubbed his forehead, which had begun to pound. “For your information, he was after your co-pilot, not you. And he would not have shot to kill. I reserve that for unrepentant predators. Your man just happened to be in the employ of an unrepentant predator.”
 
   “Is that what you’ve done with my pilot? Disabled him?”
 
   “Indeed we have. Quite effectively.” 
 
   Ainsley surged to her feet. “Shut up! Both of you!” Hands propped on the table on either side of the speakerphone, she continued: “Why are they crying? Dammit, what have you done to them?”
 
   “Ah, yes, they are making a bit of a racket, aren’t they?” Janecek’s voice was easy, relaxed, charming. “Can’t say I blame them, though. I just explained how long it’s been since you had a child underfoot, Delano, and how I thought I’d remedy that right here and now.”
 
   Acid surged in his stomach again, as the import of Janecek’s words sank in. “Don’t do it!” He leapt to his feet, gripping the table’s edge so hard that his nail beds screamed. “I’m begging you, Radak. If you have a shred of humanity left, you won’t do this.”
 
   “Fuck you, Delano. This is what you get for screwing with me.”
 
   Screams erupted over the speaker, drawing an echoing cry from Ainsley. 
 
   That bastard. Evil, black, soul-dead spawn of Satan! 
 
   Another piercing shriek, this time unmistakably the child’s. Delano shoved his chair back, intent on stopping the obscenity Janecek planned to perpetrate.
 
   “No!” Ainsley clutched at him. 
 
   Eli had the good sense to hit the mute button just then.
 
   “Let go!” He pried her hand off his wrist. “Goddammit, Ainsley, he plans to turn that child. I can’t let him do it. I can’t. You just don’t know—”
 
   “No, you don’t know.” She clung to his arm fiercer than ever. “Devon is my daughter, Delano. Mine. You know what that means.” 
 
    
 
   Ainsley felt like her face was on fire. Her lips, her cheeks, her ears — everything burned. And in the background, the screaming…
 
   Delano stared at her, his impossibly dark eyes gone blank. “What did you say?”
 
   “Devon is my daughter.” She held his gaze, willing him to grasp the truth. “If your research is correct, if what you’ve told me is the truth, then Janecek can’t possibly turn her. But if he does this, maybe she can turn him.” Her eyes begged him to understand. “It’s our only chance.”
 
   He reeled backward. “Devon is your daughter? Not Lucy’s?”
 
   “Yes.” 
 
   Devon shrieked again, a high-pitched, terror-stricken animal sound. Lucy screamed. 
 
   Ainsley clapped her hands over her ears. I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry! 
 
   “Yes, she’s my daughter, but I gave her away. It was just like you said about the other Merzetti women. I was driven to get pregnant, despite my normally good judgment, and then I felt equally driven to have the baby and give it away. Except Lucy wanted her. Lucy was a product of the foster system, like me, and she campaigned to claim my baby as her own from my first missed period. And God help me, I let her.”
 
   “Sweet Christ on the cross.”
 
   “I know, I know. I should have told you about this, but as you’ve pointed out, it’s encoded in my genes to protect her by denying her.”
 
   Delano sat down again, heavily, obviously conceding the truth of her argument. An argument that would force him to stand by impotently while a child was hideously traumatized.
 
   The screaming had stopped, replaced by Lucy’s sobbing. Ainsley shuddered, feeling her friend’s grief. She clasped her hands around her midriff, rocking back and forth in an effort to contain her own agony. 
 
   Then the sound of the idling copter surged, then faded, followed by another soul-ripping wail from Lucy.
 
   “There you go, Delano. Come and get her. Maybe you’ll have better luck with a daughter.”
 
   Delano leapt up, but Eli restrained him with a hand on his shoulder. “I’ll extract her. If you go out there, he’s apt to shoot you.”
 
   “No he won’t.” Delano’s mouth was a grim slash. “He’ll want me to suffer longer than that. He’ll want me to think about the role I played in creating yet another abomination.” 
 
   “Then he won’t interfere with my evacuating her.”
 
   “Thank you for the offer, but—”
 
   “He’s right, Del.” Ainsley closed her hand around his wrist for the second time in as many minutes. “If you go out there now, his anger is likely to get the better of him. Or he might just decide that time is of the essence, and he can’t afford to make you suffer as long as he’d like. After all, the night is wearing on. He won’t want to be caught here come sunup. And he knows once you’re out of the way, I’ll trade myself to try to save Lucy.”
 
   “You’re outvoted.” Eli tugged on his flak jacket and headed for the roof. 
 
   Delano snatched a radio from the table and depressed the button. “This is Dr. Bowen. Grayson is headed to the roof to retrieve the child. Can you give me a sit rep from the cameras? I want a play-by-play when he hits the roof.”
 
   “Roger that, Dr. Bowen. Stand by.”
 
   Ainsley reached for his free hand and squeezed it. He squeezed back hard enough to hurt her hand, but she refused to flinch. 
 
   Devon will be okay. You’ll see. Ainsley mustered all the calm assurance she could and directed it toward Delano, wanting to return the favor he’d done for her so many times in the past. When he didn’t respond, she squeezed his hand again. Really, Del. She’ll be okay, and so will Eli.
 
   Again, he didn’t respond, and it sank in. He wasn’t hearing her. Omigod, what did that mean? 
 
   And holy shit, she hadn’t heard more than a handful of words from him in the last hours. She’d been far too stressed to have noticed the omission. Or if she’d registered it on any level — 
 
   “Grayson is on the roof, sir.” 
 
   Delano squeezed her fingers again. 
 
   “He’s picking up the child. She appears to be conscious. Yes, she’s definitely conscious. She’s hanging on to him pretty hard. No activity from the helo. He’s on his way back. Closer, closer … he’s inside!”
 
   “Tsk, tsk, Delano. You disappoint me.” Janecek’s voice came over the speaker again. Lucy’s sobs had stopped, but the low, raw keening coming over the phone made the hair stand up on Ainsley’s arms. 
 
   “I expected you to come storming out to try to stop me. Not only did you not try to intervene, you sent a mere man to pick up my leavings. Are you learning some sense at last?” 
 
   Delano’s hands fisted. “That was my inclination, naturally, but I was persuaded that you might use the occasion to shred me with your guns.”
 
   “I’m wounded.”
 
   “You are beyond wounded, Radak.” Delano said. “Now give us twenty minute’s peace while we see to the child.”
 
   “Granted,” he said pleasantly. “I would hate to seem ungracious.”
 
   Swearing, Delano stabbed the off button, and the room went silent. Somehow, not being able to hear Lucy’s heart-rending keening was worse. Then the door opened and Eli shouldered his way into the room bearing the child.
 
   Ainsley flew to him, taking Devon into her own arms. The little girl wrapped herself around Ainsley, clinging with the desperation of a mind stretched to the breaking point by terror. 
 
   “Oh, baby, I’m so sorry. I’m so sorry.”
 
   “I want Mama!” 
 
   “We’re working on that, baby. We’re working on it. But right now, you’ve got your Aunt Ainsley.” She glanced at Delano, who gestured to the hall leading to the bedrooms. Good idea. They could shut the door so she wouldn’t have to hear her mother’s grief. Ainsley carried her through, bypassing Eli’s bedroom where the pilot was stashed, and continuing to her own room. But when she tried to lay the child on the bed, she clung tighter, practically cutting off Ainsley’s oxygen supply. 
 
   “It’s okay, baby. We just want to look you over and make sure you’re all right. You know I’m a nurse, right?”
 
   She felt the girl’s nod against her neck.
 
   “And this man is a doctor. Dr. Bowen and I just want to check you over, okay honey?”
 
   “Noooooo!”
 
   Ainsley looked at Delano hopelessly. Short of forcibly prying Devon away, they weren’t going to get her off. She clung with the tenacity of a limpet. 
 
   “Just sit down on the bed with her.”
 
   Ainsley sat, and Delano perched on the edge of the bed beside her, on the left so he could see Devon’s face. Devon immediately shifted to bury her face into the other side of Ainsley’s neck.
 
   “That’s okay, little one, you don’t have to look at me.” Delano’s voice was pitched low and soothing, warm and smooth as velvet. “Just listen.”
 
   He then proceeded to weave a spell with his voice. Under its soothing, hypnotic influence, Devon loosened her death grip on Ainsley’s neck. On and on he talked. Within five minutes, Ainsley felt the change in the child she held. Incredibly, Devon was asleep! 
 
   She turned questioning eyes on Delano.
 
   “Lie her down. She’ll sleep now.”
 
   “What about blood loss? Do we need to worry about replacing volume?”
 
   Delano shook his head. “Given that he planned to turn her, he would not have taken enough blood to weaken her substantially, and he infused her with some of his own blood to compensate for the loss. Check for yourself. Her capillary refill looks very good.”
 
   “Let me lie her down.” 
 
   Ainsley stood with her burden and Delano swept the blankets back. Ainsley lay Devon down, and the little girl immediately rolled onto her side and drew her little legs up into a fetal position. Ainsley took her free hand and squeezed the nail bed of her thumb. Her color bounced back satisfactorily. “You’re right.”
 
   “Healing sleep is what she needs more than anything right now, but we should be ready with plenty of fluids when she wakes.”
 
   As Ainsley tucked the blankets around her fiercely sleeping daughter, she blinked back tears. Poor little mite. 
 
   She turned to Delano. “Thank you.”
 
   “You’re welcome. But there’s one last thing.” He knelt beside the bed and put a large, gentle hand on Devon’s temple.
 
   “Can you hear me, little one?”
 
   Devon slipped her thumb into her mouth, but she nodded her head on the pillow. 
 
   “Good girl. Now listen carefully. You were very brave out there, braver than any child in the history of the world, and your mother,” he glanced at Ainsley, “is very proud of you. We’re all very proud of you. But now you can forget about it. When you wake, you will have no memory of the bad man or anything he did. Now sleep, little one.”
 
   Devon burrowed deeper into her pillow, and Delano stood. 
 
   Through her tears, Ainsley smiled. “If I hadn’t already fallen for you, that would have done it.” She moved into his arms, sliding her hands around his back. 
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 23
 
    
 
   “OH, MY LOVE.” Delano swallowed, but he couldn’t dislodge the ache of emotion in his throat. He pulled her closer, pressing her tear-wet face into his shirt. His cracked ribs protested the pressure, but he welcomed the pain. He was alive. He was human. And he was so full of love for this woman that he feared he would die of the pain of it, of the time they might not have together. If they didn’t survive this…
 
   Another tremor shook his whole body. God, he’d never felt weaker. The compulsion he’d worked on the terrified child had probably cost him the last of his resources, but he was fiercely glad he’d been able to do it. 
 
   Ainsley’s child.
 
   The wonder of it had him blinking back tears again. The poor wee thing might just have saved the day. Hell, she might have saved humanity.
 
   But only if they acted fast.
 
   Delano grasped Ainsley’s arms and put her away, clearing his throat. “I’m sorry, my love, but we’ve used up half our reprieve. We have to get back to the table and formulate a plan.”
 
   “I know.” She wiped the tears away with her palms and led the way back to the dining room.
 
   Eli was just terminating a radio conversation when they entered the room. “How’s the kid?” he asked.
 
   “She’s sleeping.” 
 
   Ainsley sent Delano a look overflowing with a mother’s gratitude. It was enough to make him want to weep again. He deserved no glory for that small piece of healing, not when he’d left a child to do a man’s job.
 
   She turned back to Eli. “I think she’s going to forget the whole thing.”
 
   Eli nodded. “Makes sense. Believe me, it wouldn’t be the first case of trauma-induced amnesia I’ve seen in a pediatric patient in my travels.”
 
   “I’ve seen it, too,” Ainsley said, “but Del didn’t leave anything to chance. He gave her a little help in the form of a hypnotic suggestion.” 
 
   “Enough.” The word emerged harsher than he intended. More softly, he continued: “We need a plan to bring this monster down, and we need it fast. We have…” he checked his watch, “approximately nine-and-a-half minutes.”
 
   Eli scowled. “I’ve been beating my head against the proverbial wall trying to figure a way, but his hostage trumps everything we’ve got. Not to mention the big guns. If there’s a way to storm that copter and extract Mrs. Michaels safely, I’m not seeing it.” 
 
   Delano’s eyes narrowed, as a picture came to him of another monster lying on his deathbed after infusing the Merzetti blood. Of course!
 
   “Maybe we don’t have to storm the helicopter.”
 
   Eli’s face hardened. “Don’t even suggest it, Delano. Neither of you are going to walk out there and turn yourselves over. You know you won’t live to get off the roof of this building, and he’ll kill the hostage anyway.” 
 
   “I’m not suggesting that. At least not yet. First, let’s see if we can get him to do our work for us.”
 
   “I’m not following.”
 
   “I think I’m beginning to.” Ainsley stepped closer, searching his eyes. 
 
   “Whoa, what am I missing? What are we talking about here?”
 
   “Remember Edward Webber, the vampire who attacked me back in St. Cloud,” Ainsley said. At Eli’s nod, she continued: “He died as a result of ingesting my blood.”
 
   Eli’s eyebrows shot up and he glanced at Delano. “I thought he might have had a little help from you, Del.”
 
   “Afraid not. He died pretty much by his own hand. Shortly after attacking Ainsley, he started to feel weak. In an effort to bolster his strength, he fed again. When I found him, he was already dying from acute hemolysis. The mutation reversal must have already started when he fed the second time, leaving him open to ABO incompatibility.”
 
   Eli whistled. “So it does work!”
 
   Ainsley gripped his arm. “But you don’t know for certain that it was the second feeding that killed him, right? Maybe it was just the exposure to my blood that killed him!” 
 
   In her excitement, her nails bit into his flesh. Despite the seriousness of the situation, the irony of it curved his lips. Mere weeks ago, he’d agonized about her reaction should she discover that her blood had killed Webber. Now, she looked positively gleeful at the prospect that her blood could inflict deadly harm. Context was everything. 
 
    “God, if that’s the case, our problems with Janecek could be solved, since he fed from Devon, and Devon carries the Merzetti blood. If we just wait—”
 
   “No.” Delano held up a hand to stop her. “It will take more than just exposure to the Merzetti Effect to bring Janecek down. Exposure merely initiates the reversal. For harm to come to the subject, they have to take blood again, potentially setting off a transfusion reaction. If they abstain from feeding while the reversal transpires, or if they feed on a victim who happens to be a compatible match, they’ll suffer no ill effect.”
 
   Ainsley, however, was not prepared to abandon her theory that the Merzetti Effect alone might be sufficient. 
 
   “You can’t possibly know that!” she said. “I know you’re very close, but your research isn’t there yet.”
 
   “Nevertheless, I am quite positive. The Merzetti Effect merely reverses the mutation; it doesn’t kill.”
 
   “How?”
 
   He unbuttoned his shirt and shrugged it down to expose his back, then turned to display it for her. “This is how I know.”
 
   Her sharply indrawn breath indicated she understood what the thin pink weals meant.
 
   “Omigod! They didn’t disappear with the day sleep.”
 
   “No. Nor did the lacerations on my scalp disappear. Nor will the cracked ribs I sustained diving onto that landing earlier.”
 
   Eli swore, evidently also comprehending the situation.
 
   Ainsley was staring at him with a mixture of disbelief and some other emotion — horror?
 
   “You’re … omigod, you’re—”
 
   “No longer a vampire.” He shrugged back into the shirt and started to do up the buttons again. “Apparently, the Merzetti Effect is sexually transmissible after all.” 
 
    
 
   Ainsley struggled to bring her panic under control. No, no, no, no, no. She couldn’t do this anymore. She just could not.
 
   The minute she thought she had some things figured out, the world shifted on her. What else could change? What new, inconceivable, fucking thing could happen to finally push her bruised psyche past the breaking point? Could the chairs walk? Would the walls talk? Was this whole life-on-earth thing a controlled experiment conducted by alien scientists from light years away?
 
   “Ainsley, we need to talk, but there’s no time.” He took her hand, which hung limply at her side. “Right now, we need to come up with a plan.”
 
   She put a hand to her forehead, trying to push back the panic. “I don’t know. I don’t know. Dammit, I can’t think!”
 
   He cupped her face in his hands. “Ainsley, look at me.”
 
   She complied, immediately falling straight into those dark, nearly black, eyes. 
 
   I know it’s a lot to take in, baby, but I love you. I love you and I’m going to take care of you. Nothing will change that. Nothing. 
 
   Ainsley felt the extreme effort it cost him to slip into her mind. She let her thoughts touch his, drew comfort from his calm assurance. Then he was gone, sliding back out of her mind like an ebbing wave retreating from the shoreline.
 
   “Okay.” She drew in a deep, shuddering breath, then let it out. “I’m okay.” And as she said it, she found it was true. 
 
   “Good.” He squeezed her hand. “But if it’s all right with you, we’re going to tell Janecek that you’re not okay.”
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “We’re going to tell him you’re having a bona fide, Grade A meltdown. We need to stall him, so that’s what I’ll tell him. I’ll say I refuse to deliver you up in this shape, and he’ll have to give us some time to put you back together. I’ll tell him it has to be your choice, and you have to go out under your own steam.”
 
   “You think he’ll buy that?”
 
   “I know he’ll buy it.” His smile had a cynical edge. “He thinks all non-vampires are weak-minded sheep. He also knows I wouldn’t let you trade yourself if you lacked the capacity to make the decision. Oh, he’ll buy it, all right.”
 
   Ainsley frowned. “And while he’s twiddling his thumbs, we’re going to be doing precisely what?”
 
   “If his experience is anything like Webber’s, he should be starting to feel a little woozy. He’ll attribute it to hunger. We’re going to offer him a snack.”
 
   The speakerphone rang, the trill sounding angrier and more insistent than before, although Ainsley knew that couldn’t be so. 
 
   “Ainsley, you’re not here, okay? You can listen, but you can’t speak. You can’t sneeze. You can’t make any sound to suggest you’re not closeted in your room having a mental breakdown. Can you do that?”
 
   She nodded that she understood.
 
   Delano stabbed the button to answer the call. “Janecek, you will burn in hell for what you did here tonight.”
 
   Janecek’s laughter filled the room. “No doubt you’re right,” he said, when he’d contained his mirth, “but not before you, Father. Which reminds me, how are you enjoying my new sister?”
 
   “Fuck you, Janecek.”
 
   “Ooooh, I think I got to him. What do you think, Lucy, honey?”
 
   A whimper sounded in the background, and Delano sent Ainsley a warning look not to react audibly. Ainsley covered her mouth.
 
   Delano returned his attention to Janecek. “What you’ve got, son,” — he invested the word with a wealth of disdain — “is a problem.”
 
   “What do you mean?” Janecek’s voice was suddenly sharp.
 
   “Nurse Crawford is now a basket case, thanks to that atrocity you committed on that child. There’s no way I’m letting her go out there in her present condition. She’s in no fit state to make the decision to sacrifice herself for the hostage.”
 
   A pause. “She’ll make the decision, all right. I’ll just entertain myself with Lucy here until she can’t stand the sound of her friend’s screams.”
 
   “That might work,” Delano agreed calmly. “If I’d let her out of the bedroom so she could hear them.”
 
   “Bring her to the phone right now, Bowen, or I’ll make this bitch pay.”
 
   Delano laid a restraining hand on Ainsley’s arm. 
 
   “That would be regrettable, but as you’ve observed, I’m just too damned invested in the greater good to be trusted.”
 
   A stream of vituperative erupted from the speakerphone.
 
   “Oh, relax, Radak. Ms. Crawford would make sure my life was not worth living if I let anything happen to her friend. But understand this, I will not send her out there in her current condition.”
 
   “And her current condition is what?”
 
   “She’s virtually catatonic, thank you. You’ll have to give me at least an hour, maybe more. I’ll use my powers to put her mind back together, but the decision to trade herself for her friend has to be hers. I won’t push a zombie out onto that roof.”
 
   More cursing.
 
   “Are we agreed?” Delano pressed.
 
   “You have one hour.”
 
   “Good. Now, is there anything we can do to accommodate you while you wait? It must have been a while since you fed. I can send out a couple of units.”
 
   Janecek snorted. “Yeah, right. Like I would drink blood from a fucking bag. Blood that you’ve probably siphoned out of that Merzetti whore.”
 
   “Then what would be to your liking? You can’t dine on your one remaining pilot, for safety’s sake, and if you want me to put Ms. Crawford back together, you’ll not touch a drop of her friend’s blood.”
 
   A pause that seemed to stretch forever. 
 
   “Okay, here’s the deal. Send me a man from your security staff, and get him up here in one minute so you don’t have time to mess with his blood. I want him handcuffed, with his hands behind his back. I want him to come out on the roof, turn a full 360 so I can check him for weapons. Then I want him to approach and kneel outside the helicopter.”
 
   “I have your word you won’t harm him?”
 
   A jeering laugh. “You would trust my word?”
 
   “It seems I don’t have much choice. I want to make a good-faith gesture, in return for your concession, and for not molesting Mrs. Michaels.”
 
   “Very well. I will leave him quite able to leave the roof under his own steam.”
 
   “A moment,” Delano said. “I need to speak with my security chief.” Del stabbed the mute button. “We’ve got him! Now we just need to persuade one of the men to submit.”
 
   “I’ll do it,” Eli said.
 
   Ainsley’s objection merged with Delano’s. “No!”
 
   “Yes! It’s perfect, Delano. After all these years, I can be instrumental in bringing down the predator who murdered more than half my company.” Eli’s normally impassive face was wreathed in passion. “Don’t take this away from me, Del. Let me do it.”
 
   “Eli, my friend, I appreciate the gesture, but I can’t let you do it. I need you here. More importantly, if anything should happen to me, Ainsley needs you.”
 
   “The success or failure of this gamble hinges on whether or not we can set off an acute hemolysis, correct?”
 
   “That’s right,” Delano conceded guardedly.
 
   Eli grinned broadly. “Then I’m your man. I’m AB-freakin’-positive.”
 
   Ainsley’s jaw dropped. “You’re kidding? AB positive? That’s the rarest of all blood types.”
 
   “Not quite as rare as AB negative, but damned close,” Eli said. “Just over three in a hundred people have it. Fortunately for me, it makes me a universal recipient in that I can receive blood of any ABO type and Rh.”
 
   “AB positive,” Delano murmured. “Which means that unless our friend Janecek is a member of the exclusive AB club, the results will be catastrophic.”
 
   Eli laughed triumphantly. “Not just AB. He has to be AB positive.”
 
   “Perfect!”
 
   “So I’ve got the job?”
 
   Delano glanced at Ainsley, who nodded. “It’s yours.” Then he depressed the mute button to bring Janecek back on line. 
 
   “Radak, I’ve found a volunteer for you. It’s my security chief. As you know, he’s not exactly the trusting kind, and he wouldn’t hear of jeopardizing anyone else. Insisted on doing it himself.”
 
   “Ah, the formidable Mr. Grayson.” Ainsley could hear the lust in his voice. “This will be sweet, indeed!”
 
   “What it will be is clean and perfunctory,” Delano gritted, “and you will release Mr. Grayson unharmed and unmolested if you wish me to restore Ms. Crawford’s functionality. Is that understood?”
 
   “That’s so like you, Bowen, to suck all the fun out of anything.” A pause. When Janecek spoke again, his voice was all business. “Okay, when I say go, he’s got one minute to get up here. His hands will be cuffed behind his back, cuffs double-locked and snug, and looped through his belt. When he steps onto the roof, he’ll rotate a full 360 degrees so we can inspect him and ensure that you’ve complied with these instructions. On my signal, he will then approach the aircraft. He will kneel facing the copter, and will cross his legs at the ankles. Is that clear.”
 
   “Understood,” said Eli. 
 
   “Go!”
 
   Delano muted the phone while Eli produced his own cuffs.
 
   “I’ll get one of my guys on the landing to cuff me. It’ll be quicker, and they’ll do it right.” With that he headed for the exit on the double.
 
   Ainsley wanted to call him back, to tell him to be safe, or to hug him or something, but dammit, there was no time to be lost.
 
   Oh, God, what if Janecek drained him dry? 
 
   Or what if Eli decided he couldn’t wait for his blood to do its work — or didn’t trust it to do it’s work — and tried to take the vampire out in some other kamikaze fashion? 
 
   Her stomach lurched, and she started hyper-salivating. 
 
   Delano had already picked up the radio. While he gave a rapid-fire update to the team in the security office downstairs, Ainsley pushed back her chair and put her head between her knees. 
 
   She would not faint. Nor would she vomit. She would not.
 
   “Ainsley, honey, are you okay?”
 
   “I’m okay.” She sat up again, wiping perspiration from her brow. Swallowing excess saliva, she wiped her mouth, too. “Just a little nauseated there, but I’m all right now.”
 
   “You don’t have to stay here for this. Why don’t you go sit with Devon?”
 
   “Is she likely to waken?”
 
   He shook his head. “Not for hours.”
 
   “Then I’m staying.” 
 
   “He’s on the roof,” came the voice of the security command office twenty-eight floors below. “He’s turning, turning…”
 
   Delano came to stand behind her chair, placing his hands on her shoulders. She lifted her left hand to cover his right and squeezed. 
 
   “Okay he’s heading toward the helo. He’s stopped. He’s kneeling now, legs crossed at the ankle as instructed. The helo’s door is opening … and the subject is out. He seems to be scanning the roof. Now he’s circling Grayson, inspecting the handcuff job.” A pause. “I think … wait … he seems to be saying something to Grayson. Now the subject has Grayson by the hair, tipping his head back. He’s bending … oh, Jesus. Oh, Christ.”
 
   “It’s okay,” Delano cut in sharply. “I don’t need a play-by-play of this part. Just tell me when he’s finished.” 
 
   After what seemed like eternity but which probably was no more than a minute, the voice came back. 
 
   “Oh, thank God, he’s done. Grayson is still kneeling there.”
 
   “Is he bleeding?”
 
   “Umm … no. Not that I can see, anyway, but I don’t have the best angle.”
 
   Thank God! Ainsley knew from her own experience that if Janecek had failed to seal the wound, they’d see plenty of spurting blood, no matter what the camera’s angle. 
 
   “Janecek is retreating to the helo. Grayson is getting up now. Whoa!”
 
   “What’s wrong?”
 
   “It’s okay. He’s okay. He just stumbled a little, but he’s on his feet now, approaching the door. Opening the door. He’s in!”
 
   Ainsley rushed to the exit and tore open the door. “Eli?” She heard the tread of several men’s booted feet on the steps, and in a matter of seconds, Eli appeared on the landing, a burly man gripping each of his now uncuffed arms. 
 
   “Oh, God, bring him in!”
 
   She almost bumped into Delano as she stepped back to clear the doorway. He caught her to save the collision, but instead of releasing her, he pulled her back against him. 
 
   “I’m okay,” Eli said.
 
   “I doubt that,” said Delano, releasing Ainsley to examine Eli. Ainsley saw him squeeze one of Eli’s fingernails. She saw, also, how slow the capillary refill was. “The sit rep I just got said you stumbled when you got to your feet. Sure you’re not feeling a little woozy?”
 
   He laughed, a giddy, delighted sound, as one of his men released the cuffs. “I’m feeling extremely woozy, thank you very much. Stupid sonofabitch took lots!”
 
   Ainsley didn’t know whether to laugh or cry, so she put her nurse face on. “Carry him to the last bedroom at the end of corridor and make him comfortable on the bed. Get that armor off him. As soon as I find the supplies, I’ll be in to start him on whole blood.”
 
   “I’ll get it,” Delano volunteered. “Everything’s downstairs in the lab. But first, a word for our friend.”
 
   He crossed to the table and stabbed the mute button. “Goddammit, Radak, do you think you took enough? You gave me your word you wouldn’t harm him.”
 
   “What?” Janecek’s voice came over the speaker, sounding sated and pleased with himself. “I told you I would leave him ambulatory. Did he not get back inside under his own steam?”
 
   “No thanks to you.”
 
   “Yes, well, do tell him thanks. He was every bit as luscious as I knew he would be.”
 
   “Of course. I’ll just mention that as I’m transfusing him, shall I? I’m sure he’ll be thrilled. Speaking of which, I now have to address getting a transfusion started before I can sit down with Ms. Crawford. I’m going to need better than an hour now. Probably ninety minutes or more.”
 
   “Then you’d better learn how to multi-task. You have exactly one hour to put Miss Humpty-Dumpty together again, starting right now.”
 
   Janecek hung up, leaving a dial tone buzzing over the speaker. Delano closed the line, plunging the room into silence. 
 
   Ainsley bit her lip. “Will an hour be long enough for the transfusion reaction to set in?”
 
   “Let’s hope so. It certainly didn’t take long for Edward Webber, and I doubt Webber imbibed nearly so deeply of his second victim as Janecek did just now.”
 
   “He drank deeply from Eli, but not from Devon. And she’s so small… Are you sure this will work?”
 
   A muscle in his jaw leapt. “It has to.”
 
   Ainsley walked over to him on trembling legs and slid her arms around his waist. He closed him own arms around her and squeezed her once, fiercely enough to crush the breath from her body, then pulled away.
 
   “I know,” she said, touching his face. “The transfusion. Go fetch what we need and I’ll get him prepped.”
 
    
 
   Delano grimaced at the burning in his thigh muscles as he took the last flight of steps in three bounds and shouldered the door to the penthouse open. It was going to take some time getting used to his new — or rather, his old — physiology. He put down the heavy oxygen tank he was carrying, punched in the security code to keep the alarm from squawking, and strode to his bedroom.
 
   Ainsley greeted him at the door, taking the carry tote from his hand and leaving him with the portable oxygen. “I’ll get venous access established while you get that oxygen on him.”
 
   Delano thanked his stars for Ainsley’s trauma training. Seconds counted in these situations. “How’s the patient?”
 
   Eli opened his eyes. Though his pallor was evident against the dark pillow, he still managed to look reassuringly robust. “The patient can talk for himself.”
 
   “That’s encouraging.” Delano started the oxygen, adjusted the flow, then lifted the mask to Eli’s face. “But now the patient is going to have to shut up and take this oxygen.”
 
   Eli grinned. “Don’t mind if I do.”
 
   After fitting the mask to Eli’s face, Delano looked down to see that Ainsley had already managed to get the large-gauge cannula into his left arm. Eli hadn’t even flinched. He was a better man than most. 
 
   “Good work,” Delano told Ainsley. “Now, let’s trade places so you can get this other arm, while I fix up an IV suspension system.”
 
   “You make a great team,” came Eli’s muffled voice from beneath the mask.
 
   “We do, don’t we? Now save your breath.” Delano removed his belt, climbed onto the bed and proceeded to cinch the belt around the arm of one of the blades on the ceiling fan, leaving the end dangling. 
 
   Ainsley regarded the length of leather. 
 
   “Interesting, but I don’t see how we’re going to suspend the bags from that.”
 
   Delano produced one of a couple of S hooks that he’d found in the lab. “We simply stick one end through a belt hole and voila.”
 
   “Brilliant! Here you go.” 
 
   She handed up both bags. Carefully, he secured them on the hook and stepped off the bed.
 
   Delano checked his patient to see that Eli was regarding the ceiling fan IV assembly with a little less admiration than Ainsley had displayed. 
 
   “Ainsley?” Eli said.
 
   She lifted the edge of the oxygen mask so she could hear his words better. “What is it? Are you feeling okay?”
 
   “Never better,” he replied, “but if you don’t mind, could you take some of that tape and secure the switch to that ceiling fan?”
 
   Delano had a mental flash of the fan being switched on, the blades turning, ripping out the IV. He couldn’t help it; he laughed. A second later, Ainsley joined him. Even Eli was laughing under the oxygen mask.
 
   Ainsley wiped tears from her eyes. “Thank you for the laugh. I really needed it. But you know, that’s not a bad idea.” She picked up the roll of tape and went to take care of the wall switch.
 
   Delano leaned in to check the lines. Perfect. Ainsley was a consummate professional, even under these rough circumstances. 
 
   “Is there anything more I can do for you before I go back out there to monitor the phone?” he asked Eli. “I’ll be back, of course, for blood samples so we can keep an eye on things.” 
 
   Eli rolled his eyes, which Delano took to be a suggestion to lift the mask. 
 
   “Yeah, there’s something you can do. You can bring the damned phone.”
 
   “You want to use the phone?”
 
   “Not a phone. The phone.
 
   “The speakerphone?”
 
   “You must have a phone jack in here, don’t you?” 
 
   “Of course, but you’ve given enough to the job for today, Eli. Let us handle it from here.”
 
   “What us?” he demanded. “Ainsley’ll be stuck in here nursing me, or running back and forth with her attention divided. Just bring the damn phone in here. Oh, and a radio so we can stay in touch with the security cam view of what’s happening on the roof.” 
 
   “He has a good point, Delano. I don’t want to leave him, but I need to know what’s going on up there.”
 
   Delano fixed Eli with a glare. “You’re not going to take this patient thing lying down, are you?” Of course, his exasperation sprang only partly from Eli’s reluctance to play the patient. He’d been half hoping to shield Ainsley from the next act in this little drama. Looked like that was a non-starter.
 
   “Did you really expect me to?”
 
   Delano sighed. “I guess not.” He retrieved the radio, which was sitting with the pile of supplies he’d brought up from the lab, and tossed it on the bed where Ainsley could reach it. “You better have this, in case it squawks before I get back with the speakerphone.”
 
   When he came back two minutes later with the speakerphone and a spare radio, Eli had the oxygen back on and Ainsley was hanging a catheter bag by clipping it to the handle of the night table with an alligator clip she’d found. Before he could compliment her ingenuity, the radio squawked. 
 
   Ainsley dove for the radio on the bed, but Delano produced the spare he’d pocketed. “Bowen here. What’s the status on the roof?”
 
   “Looks like activity in the helo, but I can’t tell what’s going on. It’s hard to tell without sound, but it almost looks like he’s trashing the inside of the helo.”
 
   “The phone!” Ainsley grabbed it from him. “Where’s the jack? We need to get it plugged in. If he’s frustrated, he’ll call.”
 
   No sooner did she say that when the phone began to ring from the other room. “There!” Delano pointed to a phone jack to the left of his bed, situated right beside an electrical outlet. “Give me the power supply. It has to be plugged in, as well.”
 
   Between the two of them, they got it plugged in and it began to ring. Delano hit the button to answer it. 
 
   “Bowen.”
 
   “Your time is up,” Janecek shouted. “Both of you. On the roof. Now.”
 
   “I told you it would take the better part of an hour. We haven’t used half that much time yet. I’ve barely begun—”
 
   “Changed my mind.” A pause, filled by labored breathing, as though his earlier roar had done him in. “I’ve decided … I’m in rather … a hurry.”
 
   A jolt of excitement jittered through him at Janecek’s breathlessness. “Radak? You don’t sound so good. Is something wrong up there?”
 
   “Nothing wrong. Just need the woman. And you.”
 
   “I’m sorry, that’s not going to happen until I finish working with Nurse Crawford. She’s only now starting to respond. It’ll take—”
 
   A crash and a curse. “Waste of time … fixing her. Send her now.”
 
   “Radak, are you having trouble breathing? Is your heart racing?”
 
   “What? What did you say?”
 
   “Are you feeling a little weak, maybe? Or experiencing chest pain?”
 
   An anguished howl. “How?” he demanded. “How did you do it? How did you poison me?”
 
   “I didn’t.”
 
   “Fuck you, Bowen. You did so! But how?”
 
   “I’m afraid you partook of the Merzetti blood, Radak.”
 
   “No. Impossible. Grayson can’t have … the Merzetti blood. You would never let him spend … so much time … on the front lines. Too risky.”
 
   “Not Grayson. I told you, I didn’t do this to you. You did it to yourself.”
 
   “Nooooooooo!”
 
   “Yes. The girl. You didn’t turn her, Radak. She’s sleeping like a princess in her mother’s bed. Her biological mother’s bed.”
 
   “Bitch!” he snarled. “It was that little whore! You! You knew about this.” 
 
   A female scream. Then the cell phone Janecek had been using crashed to the floor.
 
   “Lucy!” Ainsley screamed. Then she turned on Delano. “Omigod, what have you done? He’ll kill her now! He knows he has nothing to lose!”
 
   “She’ll be able to fend him off. He’s weak as a kitten.” He hoped. Jesus, it wasn’t supposed to go this way. His plan was to make Janecek’s plight plain, then dangle the prospect of medical assistance to motivate him to surrender quickly. And dammit, it was a good plan, but the vampire had let his rage get the better of him.
 
   “Pilot!” Delano shouted. “Pilot, pick up! Pick up this phone, dammit, if you want to live. Do you hear me? Pick up the phone. Do it now!”
 
   “Hello?”
 
   Delano’s knees went weak with relief, but he steeled his voice. “Listen carefully. Your boss is dying. I’m a doctor, and there’s no doubt about the outcome. He will die, and he’ll die soon. But I don’t want any harm to come to that nice young woman before he dies, and neither do you. Now tell me, is she all right?”
 
   “She’s holding her own.”
 
   “Good. Because if anything bad happens to the lady, I’ll no longer feel constrained not to use my anti-aircraft guns when you try to lift that bird off my roof. Do you take my meaning?”
 
   “Guns?”
 
   “Yes, big ones. Did you happen to notice that skylight when you landed? It’s not really a skylight. And even if you should lift off safely, I’ve got your partner. He can’t talk right now, since I’ve robbed him of the power of speech, but I expect he can write if I put pen and paper in his hands. And I’m pretty confident I can persuade your name out of him if I promise to reverse the tracheostomy I gave him. If this does not turn out well, I will hunt you down and feed your own liver to you. Are we understood?” 
 
   “Okay, okay! I’ll help you.”
 
   “Your boss is still conscious?”
 
   “Yes. Jesus. H. Christ, he’s looking at me! He knows I’m talking to you.”
 
   “Don’t worry about it. I promise you, he can’t hurt you. By all means, shoot him if you feel you need to, or in defense of Mrs. Michaels, but I really don’t think you’ll need to. Even as we speak, his body is killing off red blood cells in a wholesale slaughter that he can’t possibly survive. Is he having trouble catching his breath?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “That fits. His heart will be racing, too, and his blood pressure will have plummeted. In short order, he’ll go into shock and die.”
 
   “Jesus,” came the pilot’s reply.
 
   “Now, I’m going to send some men out onto the roof. What I want you to do is find a way to get Ms. Michaels out of the helo. You, too. I’ll give you total amnesty. You’ll be free to walk away, or fly away, as you please, when this is over. But I want that woman, and I want her unharmed. Are we understood?”
 
   The pilot swore.
 
   “Seems like a better deal than dying for your boss, especially considering he’s going to predecease you and won’t be around to appreciate your sacrifice.”
 
   “Okay, dammit, I’ll do it. Oh, fuck it! I have to go.”
 
   The line went dead.
 
   “The radio,” Ainsley cried. “Find out what’s happening up there!”
 
   “One second.” Delano raised the radio to his mouth again and depressed the transmitter button. “B Team, do you read?”
 
   “Loud and clear, Dr. Bowen.”
 
   “Janecek is critically ill. We spiked his meal, so to speak, and he’s failing fast.”
 
   A cheer rose from the men, reverberating in the concrete stairwell. “Well done, sir!”
 
   “We’ve also talked to the pilot, who has agreed to get himself and Ms. Michaels out of the helicopter at the first opportunity. I want your team on the roof to grab them up and hustle them inside when they make the break.”
 
   “Roger that. We’re headed for the roof. Over.”
 
   Ainsley caught his arm. “What’s happening inside the helicopter?”
 
   He slid his arm around her shoulders and depressed the radio’s button again. “A Team, what have you got on the roof cam?”
 
   “Nothing much right now. For a moment, it looked like the two men might come to blows, but one of them collapsed. Just kinda folded up, you know? No idea why.”
 
   Ainsley dug her fingers into his forearm and he squeezed her shoulder again. “Which one?” he asked. “Janecek or the pilot?”
 
   “Couldn’t tell. But it’s been quiet in there since.”
 
   “Presuming it was Janecek who went down, we can look for the pilot to make a break. Are we ready up there?”
 
   “Absolutely. B Team’s in position.”
 
   “Excellent. Apprise me of any changes. Over.”
 
   Ainsley’s anxious gaze caught his. “If that was Janecek who went down, what are they waiting for?”
 
   He handed her the radio he’d been using and picked up the spare. “I don’t know, but I’m going to find out.”
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 24
 
    
 
   “NO!” AINSLEY’S heart leapt. Though she knew better, she felt like it had lodged itself somewhere around the base of her throat. “There’s no need for you to go up there.”
 
   “There is,” he asserted quietly. “As you so correctly pointed out, I put Mrs. Michaels at increased risk by telling Janecek what I told him. I thought if I could impress on him the seriousness of his condition, I could persuade him to come out and seek medical attention.”
 
   She’d been about to apologize for jumping on him earlier, but that last bit distracted her. “You would save him? After all he’s done, you would spare his life?”
 
   “I doubt he could be saved in the most sophisticated of hospitals, even if he could survive the transfer, which is highly improbable. And even if he could survive a transfer, how would they begin to treat him? He’s caught half way between vampire and non-vampire. An intervention would be as likely to kill him as save him. But that’s neither here nor there. I merely hoped to expedite an end to the hostage situation by offering the prospect of medical salvation.”
 
   Of course. Regret scored her with merciless talons. She should have known he had a plan. And it would have worked if Janecek had listened instead of throwing the phone down. “I’m sorry about what I said, Delano. It was a good plan. But the way it worked out is just as good, isn’t it? You’ve got the pilot on our side.”
 
   “Providing the pilot isn’t the one who went down.”
 
   She cast around for another excuse to keep him here, to keep him safe. “What about the blood-bond? By risking your life to go up there, you’d be risking mine, too.”
 
   By way of answer he grasped her left wrist, pushed her sleeve up and turned her arm up for inspection. 
 
   Gone. 
 
   Her battered heart plummeted. The marks were gone as if … as if…
 
   Oh, God, as if the blood-bond had dissolved. 
 
   “What…” She put a hand to chest as though she could somehow ease the crushing weight of loss. “It can’t be. I mean, how?”
 
    “It’s only possible between vampires, remember? Or in our case, between vampire and anti-vampire. You’re still anti-vampire, but I’m no longer vampire,” he said gently. “My marks started to wane as soon as my powers started to leave me.”
 
   “So…”
 
   “Your destiny is no longer immediately linked to mine. You have nothing to fear.”
 
   She swallowed. She wasn’t afraid for herself, damn him. “Okay, what about the vaccine? If anything happens to you—”
 
   “The vaccine is all but complete. If you go to my lab, you’ll find I’ve written down the names and contact information for two researchers, one American and one Australian. They’re good men — non-vampires, of course — but more open-minded than most. They might be skeptical to begin with, but they’ll be too intrigued to refuse. If anything happens to me, you must contact them.”
 
   “But I don’t want anything to happen to you!”
 
   “And nothing will.” He pulled her close for a quick, hard kiss. “But I have to go. Besides Lucy and the pilot, there’s our man in the Comanche. If he’s not dead, he’ll be in desperate need of medical attention.”
 
   “But—”
 
   “Take care of Eli,” he said. “And use the radio. Tell them I’m coming out.”
 
   Ainsley suppressed the anguished wail that rose in her throat as he disappeared out the door in the direction of the roof exit. She would not call out. She would not. She and Delano were no longer blood-bonded. What would have seemed perfectly acceptable five minutes ago now seemed like the epitome of histrionics. 
 
   “Well, that was quite a show.”
 
   Heart hammering, Ainsley spun toward her forgotten audience. “I can’t believe he’s going out there!”
 
   “He has to. By the way, you might want to announce his arrival, just so he doesn’t spook his own team.”
 
   Oh, God! That’d be all she needed. She depressed the button on the radio. “This is Ainsley Crawford here. Delano … I mean, Dr. Bowen is on his way to the roof. Repeat, Dr. Bowen is going out on the roof. Did you get that?”
 
   “This is B Team. Copy that. He’s already made the roof.”
 
   “A Team here. We copy. I have Dr. Bowen on screen.”
 
   She put her lips to the radio again. “A Team, can we have a running commentary?”
 
   “Whoa! I think it’s all over.”
 
   All over? What the hell did that mean? “A Team, report! What happened?”
 
   “The helo door just opened and the hostage climbed out, followed by the pilot. B Team’s all over them. Yes! They’re inside.”
 
   “Janecek?”
 
   “Nowhere to be seen.”
 
   “And Dr. Bowen?”
 
   “I lost him.”
 
   “You lost him.”
 
   “No, there he is! Just had to tweak my camera angle. He’s just entered the other helicopter, the one our guy Bartlett was hiding in.”
 
   Ainsley lifted the radio again, squeezing the transmitter button so hard her fingers hurt. “We need to send B Team back out there to help him!”
 
   “They’re already back.”
 
   “Ainsley?”
 
   Delano’s voice on the radio. Thank God! “Are you all right, Del?”
 
   “I’m fine, but I’ve got another incoming. Bartlett has several gunshot wounds, and he’s lost a lot of blood, but he’s alive. We have to stabilize him for transfer.”
 
   “Thank God,” said Eli. “Tough bastard.”
 
   She blinked. “Transfer where? Won’t it raise some hard-to-answer questions if we waltz in with a multiple gunshot victim?”
 
   “I have my contacts. Just be ready to push IV fluids. I’ll be right down to help you.”
 
   Ainsley glanced at Eli. 
 
   “Go,” he ordered. “I’m fine.”
 
   She raced through the penthouse, skidding to a stop as the door to the stairwell opened. One of the guards, Hayes, was the first through, followed by a haggard-looking Lucy. 
 
   “Oh, Luce!”
 
   Lucy went into her arms for a fierce hug. “Omigod, what a nightmare, Ainsley.”
 
   Ainsley pulled away. “I know, and it’s all my fault.”
 
   “Where’s Devon?”
 
   “Delano sort of hypnotized her and sent her off to sleep. He says she won’t remember anything of this when she wakes up.”
 
   Lucy burst into tears. “Thank God.”
 
   “I’ll take you to her right now. Then I have to attend to a wounded man.”
 
   “Just point me in the right direction. You’re needed here.”
 
   Ainsley obliged. “Second suite of rooms down that hall.” She gave her friend another quick, tearful hug. “I’ll come see you after this crisis has passed.”
 
   Ainsley was vaguely aware of Janecek’s pilot entering the penthouse, but he was quickly shuttled down the hall to share quarters with his shackled co-pilot while he awaited Delano’s pleasure.
 
   The next twelve minutes were eaten up stabilizing the critical patient, who was carried down from the roof by Delano and one of the security guards. Again, she and Delano worked together easily, as though they’d been doing this forever. When they’d done all they could do, Ainsley leaned back on her heels. “Now what?” 
 
   “Now we airlift him to a private clinic about twenty minutes away, where he’ll get world-class treatment with no questions asked. I’ve already called ahead and they’ll have a trauma team waiting.”
 
   “Isn’t that highly illegal? Not to mention a blatant contravention of the Canada Health Act?”
 
   “You left out exorbitantly expensive.” 
 
   “Hey, wait a minute. Your helicopter is Swiss cheese. How are you going to airlift him?”
 
   “Janecek’s pilot is going to give our boys a ride, as a gesture of atonement for his bad judgment in choice of employers. Isn’t that right, Mr. Hitchman?”
 
   Ainsley glanced up to see Janecek’s pilot once more standing in the room, with one of Delano’s men in close proximity.
 
   “That’s right, sir. Whatever you need.” 
 
   Ainsley returned her gaze to Delano. “But what about Janecek?”
 
   “I’m going to remove him from the craft right now, and these men are going to load Mr. Bartlett. I’ll accompany them, of course, in case he crashes en route.” He glanced at Ainsley. “Can you cope here by yourself, taking care of Eli and the others?”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “Good.” Delano tucked an extra blanket around the unconscious Bartlett, stepped back and nodded for two men to take the gurney. 
 
   Ainsley opened the door for the stretcher-bearers, and Delano went ahead to get the rooftop door. Not waiting for an invitation, she followed the procession up to the roof. 
 
    
 
   Delano turned to motion to the three men to hang back while he approached the helo himself, and caught a glimpse of Ainsley’s fair head. Dammit, she’d followed them up. Her concern for his safety warmed his heart, even as he wished she’d stayed below. He glanced at the helicopter, seeing no one on their feet. It should be safe enough, he supposed, as long as she stayed back with everyone else.
 
   He approached the helicopter soundlessly. Well, soundless except for the rumbling of his stomach. And damned if he wasn’t downright dizzy from hunger. Good, old-fashioned alimentary hunger. Not that he’d given the fierce pangs much attention. His ribs ached too much for him to be aware of much else in the pain department. The rib fracture certainly hadn’t been helped by his exertions in getting Bartlett out of the Comanche, and then bending over him to tend his wounds. 
 
   The door to Janecek’s helo hung ajar, just as the pilot had left it after his hasty exit with Mrs. Michaels. Nevertheless, Delano employed extreme caution as he approached it. A caution that proved unnecessary, he discovered, after risking a quick glimpse inside. 
 
   Janecek lay on his back, completely preoccupied with his struggle for the oxygen his body needed. Like Webber before him, Janecek’s chest, abdominal and neck muscles labored rhythmically for each breath in a way that put Delano in mind of a fish out of water, gills working uselessly.
 
   He climbed aboard the helicopter. “Radak?”
 
   The dying vampire looked up, struggling to focus. “Ah, come to … gloat as I … gasp my last?”
 
   “I’ve come to evacuate you inside so you can die in comfort.”
 
   A choked laugh. Radak lifted his head and looked past Delano, out the open door to the men holding the gurney. “Don’t believe this. You need … my aircraft.”
 
   “That, too.” 
 
   “Will this … take much longer?”
 
   Delano looked down at the incredibly handsome young man before him, and suddenly he saw Janecek as he’d found him that first day. He’d killed every one of the monks who’d taken him in, leaving the monastery littered with their bodies in varying stages of decay, but when he’d looked up at Delano, he’d done so with the same innocence of any child. A hungry, lonely child. 
 
   He looked up at Delano now with much the same confusion, as though Delano could make sense of his situation for him.
 
   Oh, Radak, you were just not strong enough.
 
   He cleared his throat. “I can’t say for sure how long it will be. Soon.”
 
   Radak’s hand clutched at Delano’s pant leg. “You must help me.”
 
   “I cannot.” Delano firmed his jaw. “Even if I wanted to, you are past the help of even the most sophisticated hospital, let alone what I could do for you here.”
 
   “Know that.” Radak coughed. “Just want … to make it … fast.”
 
   Delano felt a chill move over his skin, though the night was warm and still. “You want me to finish you?”
 
   “If you ever … loved me, you’ll do this.”
 
   Delano stepped back, out of his reach. “You ask too much!”
 
   Radak smiled. “Always did. At least … leave me … a gun.”
 
   “Dammit, I can’t do that.”
 
   “Begging you … don’t leave me … like this.”
 
   Son of a bitch. 
 
   Blinking rapidly, Delano leapt out of the helicopter and strode to where the other waited. “The medical bag.” He gestured to the bag that rested on the gurney at Bartlett’s feet. “Quickly.”
 
   One of the men handed it to him.
 
   “You,” he said to Janecek’s pilot, “Get on there and get this bird warmed up.” 
 
   The pilot circled the craft, opened the other door and climbed in. Delano boarded the helo again and knelt by Janecek, plunking the bag down. 
 
   “You’ll help me?”
 
   Wordlessly, Delano tugged the bag open, found what he wanted — a multiple-dose vial of hydromorphone and a syringe — and put the bag aside. The chopper’s engines turned over and caught, and their whine began to build.
 
   Grimly, he drew up a massively lethal dose of the potent opioid, and looked down at the unsaveable man — the unsaveable child he’d tried so hard to save.
 
   Janecek smiled. “Don’t worry. If somebody has to … send me to hell … glad it’s you.”
 
   “Goodbye, Radak,” he said, but his words were all but drowned out as the chopper’s rotors began beating the air. Within seconds of the intravenous injection, Janecek went into full respiratory arrest. After a moment, Delano placed two fingers on Janecek’s carotid artery. No pulse. It was done.
 
   Gently, he closed the dead man’s sightless eyes. “May God have mercy on your soul, Radak.”
 
   He stood abruptly, turned and climbed out of the chopper, crouching low to avoid the whirling rotors, not to mention sparing his abused ribs. A crouching Ainsley darted in, grabbed him by the arm and pulled him away from the helicopter.
 
   “What happened?” she shouted in his ear.
 
   “He’s gone.”
 
   “Thank God.” Her hands roamed his arms, as though to assure herself of his soundness. “How about you? Are you okay?”
 
   He knew she was alluding to his handiwork with the hypodermic. “Fine.”
 
   She didn’t look persuaded, but she let it drop, given the urgency of their patient’s situation. She glanced at the helicopter. “We need to get Bartlett loaded. What are we going do with the body?”
 
   “Strap him into a seat for the ride.” 
 
   “What?” 
 
   “He’s not our problem. After the pilot has done this med-evac stint for us, I’ll release him. The cadaver on board is his boss and his problem.” Without waiting for her reaction, Delano called Hayes over and instructed him. As they went about moving Janecek and loading Bartlett, he turned back to Ainsley. “You sure you’ll be all right?”
 
   “Perfectly sure. Devon should sleep for hours yet, and Lucy can watch over her. As for Eli—”
 
   “Eli needs his arterial blood gases run and a half dozen other tests. As soon as Bartlett is safely delivered into the hands of the trauma team, I’ll leave Hayes there and catch a lift back. If you can have the blood drawn and ready, I’ll run the tests as soon as I get back.” He glanced at the helo to see that everyone was now loaded. “I’ve got to go. They’re waiting on me.”
 
   “I know.” Ainsley reached up on tiptoe and pressed her mouth to his for a quick, hard kiss, taking care not to touch his injured ribs. Then she turned and dashed to the door, disappearing inside without a backward glance. 
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 25
 
    
 
   BY THE TIME Delano made it back to the penthouse roof, dawn was less than twenty minutes off. Odd not to feel any urgency to seek shelter in the face of the coming day. Odder still not to feel his limbs filling with lethargy as the immutable demand of the day-sleep asserted itself. He was free to stand here and watch the sun rise over Montreal’s urban skyline, risking nothing more than the pain that witnessing such beauty again would surely cause him.
 
   Except while he was free of his vampiric nature, he wasn’t free of duty. There was far too much to be done to linger here to watch a sunrise. 
 
   Lifting the radio, he called downstairs for the other pilot — the one whose throat he’d injured — to be brought to the roof for transport to the clinic he’d just left. 
 
   Ten minutes later, after his wounded partner had been loaded on board, Hitchman said, “Thanks for doing this, man. We both know my former boss would not have been so gracious if Robertson there was your man.”
 
   That, Delano thought, was the understatement of the century. “Just get your friend taken care of.”
 
   Hitchman gave him a salute — a genuine, crisp military-style salute — then climbed aboard the idling chopper. As the craft powered up and lifted off, Delano joined his waiting men by the door. They escorted him inside and down the stairs, one on either side as though they thought he might need assistance. Which wasn’t far from the truth. He was exhausted and hungry and parched, not to mention his chest felt like it had been trampled by a very large horse.
 
   Ainsley greeted him at the door, and Shalvis and Ross melted away discreetly.
 
   “How is Geoff? Did you get a feel for his prognosis before you left him?”
 
   Geoff? Oh, she must mean Bartlett. He smiled. The guy had worked for Delano for the last four years, and he’d never once used the guy’s first name. Leave it to Ainsley.
 
   He wanted to reach out, pull her into his arms and hold her against him. He wanted to feel the in and out of her breath stir against his skin, feel the beat of her heart against his chest. It was so strange not to be able to hear the surge of her blood in her— 
 
   “Delano?”
 
   He blinked. 
 
   “Geoff Bartlett? How is he?”
 
   “Right. Sorry. His prognosis is not bad, all things considered, but he’s going to have the rehab from hell.” 
 
   “Thank God! I’ve been worried sick.”
 
   She flipped her hair off her nape and he braced for the heated scent of her to invade his senses. Then blinked when all he got was the faintest whiff of her shampoo. This was going to take some getting used to. 
 
   He cleared his throat. “How about our patients? How’s everyone doing?”
 
   “Devon hasn’t stirred. As you promised, she’s sleeping like a newborn babe. No nightmares, no anguish, not even the hint of a frown on her forehead.”
 
   Thank God he’d had enough power left — barely — to give her that gift. “Good. And Mrs. Michaels?”
 
   “Believe it or not, she’s sleeping, too. Well, with the aid of a little sedative, and with one arm wrapped around Devon.”
 
   “And Eli?”
 
   “Hard at work, managing everything from his sickbed via the radio.”
 
   Delano grinned. “That sounds like Eli, all right. Speaking of whom, I’ve got some tests to do to make sure he doesn’t run into trouble.”
 
   Before he could turn away, Ainsley grabbed his arm. “Everything’s downstairs in your lab and ready for you, but the tests will wait a few more minutes. I’ve made you something to … that is … I mean, I thought you might be hungry.”
 
   His stomach growled by way of reply. “I guess you have your answer,” he conceded wryly. “The question is, what do you start with after 168-odd years?”
 
   “I’ve been giving that some thought. Follow me.” She turned and headed for the kitchen. 
 
   As instructed, he followed, touched that she had anticipated the potential difficulties. 
 
   “You’ve been drinking water?” She threw the question over her shoulder.
 
   “Lots of it, with no trouble.”
 
   “Okay, I figured you can’t go wrong if you start bland, and avoid anything fatty, spicy, fibrous or acidic. But then I thought, maybe it should be clear liquids.” She gestured to the table, where she’d assembled about a dozen possibilities. “As you can see, I couldn’t quite make up my mind.”
 
   Delano regarded the assortment of foods. Soda crackers, what looked like plain noodles, applesauce, bananas, and some other unidentifiable mushy thing, not to mention a number of small glasses filled with various clear liquids. 
 
   “What do you think?
 
   “I think I’d like an enormous baked potato slathered in creamery butter, along with about half a cow. And to wash it down, about three pints of stout. But I take your point. Small, bland portions washed down with a little apple juice or water is probably a better reintroduction to the joys of eating.”
 
   “Okay, have a seat. I’m going to brew some tea. Tea is good.” She plugged in an electric kettle. “Would you like me to make some white bread toast?” A frown pleated her brow. “Or not. The butter probably isn’t the best idea.”
 
   “Relax. There’s plenty here.” He sat down at the table and pulled the dish of noodles closer. 
 
   “The noodles? Good choice. But let me warm them.” She snatched the bowl right out from under him and whisked it off to the microwave. 
 
   He shrugged and pulled the bowl of sliced bananas closer. Spearing a slice with his fork, he popped it into his mouth and chewed it slowly, savoring the burst of impossibly intense taste on newly awakened taste buds. 
 
   “Wow,” he said, when he’d swallowed it, “This is … indescribably amazing.”
 
   “Better than you remembered?”
 
   “I never had a banana before.”
 
   “Of course.” She returned with the reheated noodles. “They wouldn’t have been introduced to Europe yet. I’m an idiot.”
 
   “Ainsley, you are far from an idiot. But apart from that applesauce, it’s probably safe to say I’ve never eaten any of these things.” He ate the rest of the banana slices quickly, but with no less relish than the first bite. 
 
   She plunked a glass of water down beside him. After he’d taken a bite of the steaming noodles, she asked, “So, what’s the verdict?”
 
   He chewed slowly and swallowed, considering. How to answer? He took another bite, chewed, swallowed. “Well, if bland was the object, I think you can say they were a success.”
 
   She laughed. “They’re totally naked. You’ll have to give them a fair chance when you’re able to handle something more adventurous.”
 
   Delano put his fork down, suddenly sober. Their positions had been reversed, he realized. When she’d been so rudely thrust into his world where vampires — the good, the bad and the ugly — dominated, she’d been forced to depend on him in a milieu that was completely foreign to her. 
 
   Now the tables were turned. Now, he was the babe in the woods, learning his way. 
 
   He pushed his chair back. “Thank you, Ainsley. I feel much better. But the blood work … I really shouldn’t put it off any longer.”
 
   She stood, and he knew her stiff, awkward posture mirrored his own. And when her eyes met his, he saw uncertainty there. No doubt about it, she wanted to talk about their relationship. Females hadn’t changed that much in two centuries. But dammit, he wasn’t ready for that talk yet. Not feeling like this. So … off balance.
 
   He looked away. “I’ll be back after I’ve run those tests.”
 
    
 
   Ainsley felt the little flame of hope in her heart sputter as she watched Delano beat a hasty retreat to his lab. He knew she needed assurance, but he was dodging her. Oh, his excuse was legitimate enough; they definitely needed the results of those tests to assess Eli’s condition and plan his further treatment. But if that convenient task hadn’t existed, he’d have invented another one. She didn’t need a psychic link with a man to recognize when he went into avoidance mode.
 
   And if he couldn’t give her the reassurance she needed, there could only be one reason. His feelings had changed. He regretted what he’d said when he believed them to be eternally and irrevocably blood-bonded. Now that they were no longer inextricably linked, he didn’t know how to break the news to her that he felt differently now.
 
   At the thought, devastating pain ripped the air from her lungs. She sank into the chair Delano had just vacated, a wave of loss threatening to swamp her and drag her under. Oh, Ainsley, what now? What now?
 
   Now, you get your ass up and get on with it. 
 
   She was a big girl, and not without some experience in this area, usually, to her shame, as the avoider. And that experience had taught her that the avoidee gained nothing by protesting or begging. She promised herself that if she left here with nothing else, she would leave with her pride intact.
 
   With that vow, she pushed the sick, empty feeling down, squared her shoulders and went to check on Eli. 
 
   She found him surrounded by four of his men. At her appearance, he dismissed them.
 
   “Don’t let me break up your huddle,” she said. “I just wanted to check your vitals. It’ll only take two or three minutes, tops.”
 
   “No problem,” Eli said, as Shalvis, Hayes and the other two, whose names she did not know, filed out of the room. “We were winding up anyway. Any word on Bartlett?”
 
   Ainsley gave him the good news. She also told him Delano was down in the lab right now running the blood work to see what he might need in the way of coagulotherapy. She asked him a few questions about how he felt, took a quick core temperature reading with the ear thermometer, made some notes on her chart, then checked his urinary output since the last check. 
 
   “So, Nurse Crawford, how am I looking?”
 
   She glanced up from her chart and gave him with her best squelching stare. “Eli Grayson, if I wasn’t a hundred percent sure you know there’s nothing to be gained from flirting with me, I might think you were. Flirting with me, that is.” She picked up his wrist, found his pulse and fixed her gaze on her watch. 
 
   He laughed. “Ainsley, honey, I am a thousand percent sure it’s gonna get me squat, but when has a man ever let that stop him? Besides, I’m a little giddy that this whole thing is over, and that it turned out so well. You’re safe, the hostages are safe, I’m safe, my men are safe. That rapacious bastard Janecek is dead, and our small firefight at twenty-nine stories seems to have gone undetected by the authorities. And Delano is—”
 
   “Delano is changed.” She dropped his wrist.
 
   Eli watched as she wrapped the blood pressure cuff around his bicep. “Is that a problem for you?”
 
   “Of course not.” 
 
   She put the earpieces in her ears, slid the head of the stethoscope under the cuff, and started inflating the cuff’s bladder. He waited quietly while she opened the valve slightly and listened as the pressure was released. A moment later she removed the stethoscope and whipped the cuff off his arm. “Very good.”
 
   “Getting back to this Delano thing…”
 
   “We’re not blood-bonded anymore.” She forced the words past the lump in her throat, surprised to hear how normal they came out. “That’s over.” 
 
   “You’re not… Of course! He’s no longer a vampire. Oh, Ainsley—”
 
   “No big deal.” She bundled the stethoscope and cuff and shoved them into the medical bag. “He’s a regular guy now, like any other, and the whole world is open to him. He can have any woman he wants, and he should. He deserves to make up for all that lost time.”
 
   “Whoa, wait a minute. I think Delano has already made his choice.”
 
   “No, the blood-bond made the choice for him. And the blood-bond would never have come into play if I hadn’t crawled into his bed. He never would have crossed that line if he hadn’t thought he was dreaming. I took his choice away from him, even though I didn’t mean to. Now he’s got it back.”
 
   “But I don’t think he wants—”
 
   “It’s okay. It’s better this way. He should have a chance to adjust and take stock and decide what he wants to do.”
 
   “And who he wants to do it with?”
 
   “Exactly.” She had to swallow a couple of times before she could go on in a reasonably normal voice. “I just don’t want him to feel any sense of obligation toward me for anything he might have said under the influence of the blood-bond, when I was literally his only choice.” 
 
   “I see.” 
 
   As he said the words, Eli’s gaze slid to the doorway. 
 
   Oh, please God, no. 
 
   But when she swiveled to look, there was Delano standing in the doorway. From the expression on his face, it was impossible to tell whether or not he’d heard her exchange with Eli. Nevertheless, she knew he had. Way to go, Ainsley. 
 
   He cleared his throat and moved into the room. “I have your test results back,” he told Eli. “You have some very minor coagulopathies going on that we need to monitor. Nothing that screams danger, but enough to be a concern. Which means you’re going to have to stay put in that bed for a day or two and give us blood at frequent intervals.”
 
   “A day or two?” Eli looked completely horrified, a reaction that was no doubt overdone in an effort to deflect attention from what he and Ainsley had been talking about. “Oh, man, you’ve gotta move me back to my own room if I’m going to be stuck in bed that long. No way can I survive a stretch like that without television.”
 
   “I guess we could do that.”
 
   Ainsley leapt up. “Good plan. I’ll go make your room ready.”
 
   Before either man could object, she fled the room, castigating herself as she went. 
 
   Stupid, stupid woman.
 
    
 
   Delano’s forehead creased as he watched Ainsley rush off.
 
   “You heard all of that, I presume?”
 
   He turned back to Eli. “Enough.”
 
   “Well, buddy, it looks like you’ve got a free pass to date your way through the 514 area code, to see if there’s another chick out there who suits you better.”
 
   “Thanks, but I think I’ll pass.”
 
   “I knew you would, but then again, I’m not the one you need to convince.”
 
   Delano massaged his forehead. “God, here I was worrying that having reverted to normal, I wouldn’t be able to…”
 
   “Float her boat?”
 
   “Eloquent as ever. But yes, basically. I’m still worried about it. But come to find out she thinks I might have changed my mind about her because I’m just a regular man again? I will never understand women.”
 
   “Well, I have every confidence you’ll convince her. But a tip, if I’m not overstepping?”
 
   Delano could use all the help he could get. “By all means.”
 
   “Ainsley isn’t looking for a superman, Del. She won’t care if you can’t run as fast as you used to, or jump as high, or bounce back from a bout of sex like an eighteen-year-old. She fell in love with you for the same reasons I left the army to follow you.”
 
   Delano lifted an eyebrow, pretending to misunderstand. “To kill rogue vampires?”
 
   Eli snorted. “Yeah, that was definitely an attraction for me, I’ll admit, but it’s not the one I’m talking about. Ainsley sees in you the same things I saw. Your dedication to protecting the vulnerable, your commitment to the greater good, your capacity for self-sacrifice in the name of your ideals. None of those things have changed just because the vampirism mutation has been reversed. Do you see me or my men lining up to leave your employ?”
 
   “I don’t know. Do I?”
 
   “Not unless you’re plannin’ on firing me. The world is an infinitely better place without Janecek in it, no mistake about it. But this war is a damn sight far from over. We’re not going anywhere.”
 
   Delano blinked rapidly. “Thank you. That means a lot to me, Eli.” 
 
   “You’re welcome,” Eli said gruffly. “And here’s the thing, Delano: if you give Ainsley half a chance, she’s not gonna go anywhere, either.”
 
   Delano struggled with emotion. When he’d conquered its grip on his throat, he laid a hand on Eli’s shoulder. “Thank you, soldier.” Then he turned and left the room.
 
    
 
   Ainsley managed to dodge Delano for the rest of the day. She spent several hours with Lucy and Devon. Thankfully, as Delano had promised, Devon awoke with no memory of how her impromptu helicopter ride had ended. 
 
   By noon, Ainsley succumbed to the need for a nap. When she arose three hours later, still slightly groggy, she discovered that Delano had also retired for his own nap. This business of moving from night to day was brutal, but she had more experience at it than most. Certainly more than Delano.
 
   Now, evening was upon her. And although she managed to evade Delano in the flesh, she was less successful at evading thoughts of him. Her face still burned with embarrassment when she let herself recall how she’d spilled her deepest fears to Eli. What must Delano think of her? She should have had that conversation with him, and no one else. But now, she just wanted to bury her head in the sand and pretend it hadn’t happened. Maybe he’d go along with that. He certainly had kept his poker face on when— 
 
   A knock sounded at her door. “Ms. Crawford?”
 
   Recognizing Shalvis’s voice, she flew to the door. “What is it? Lucy? Devon?”
 
   “No, they’re all right, ma’am.”
 
   “Eli, then? Is he okay?”
 
   “He’s fine, ma’am. Back in his own quarters, too. The reason I’m here, the boss wants you to join him in the lab.”
 
   “In the lab?”
 
   “Yes. That was his request. As soon as you’re able.” 
 
   God, her hair was a mess and she needed a shower. It was bad enough that Shalvis saw her like this. She inclined her head. “Thank you, Mr. Shalvis. Tell him I’ll be down in ten minutes.”
 
   “Thank you, ma’am. I’ll do that.”
 
   Ainsley closed the door and raced for the shower. Ten minutes later, she combed her long, damp hair back from her face and regarded her image in the mirror. The sheer foundation she’d applied helped hide the hectic flush in her cheeks, but nothing could disguise the sheen of hope and excitement in her eyes.
 
   Giving up, she smoothed the material of her sweater — the plunging v-neckline of which was more daring than anything else she owned — before running her hands over her hips in the slim-fitting khaki pants she’d chosen. 
 
   Too obvious? 
 
   Not nearly as obvious as the dress she’d almost chosen. But maybe the sweater was too much…
 
   She glanced at her watch and sighed. She’d have to do as she was. She was out of time.
 
   To say that she expected to find Delano alone was an understatement. To find him there with another man jolted her, but it was nothing compared to the jolt she got when she looked closer at the other man. 
 
   Vampire! Dear God, he was absolutely beautiful! And he made no attempt to cloak what he was. In the artificial light of the lab, he shone with an incandescent vitality. 
 
   “Ainsley, permit me to introduce Aiden Afflack, an associate of mine.”
 
   Keenly aware of the gorgeous stranger’s personal power, she moved closer to Delano, but extended her hand. “How do you do, Mr. Afflack?”
 
   He grasped her hand briefly before releasing it, but the sensation of power shot up her arm, spiking her heartbeat again. 
 
   “Very well, thank you. And you?”
 
   She murmured what she hoped was an appropriate response, but her eyes had already gone to Delano. 
 
   Reading the questions there correctly, Delano spoke. “Aiden is a good friend of mine, Ainsley. Our association goes back longer than either of us like to credit.” 
 
   This drew a chuckle from Aiden, a soft, easy expression of amusement that sent a tingle up her spine. 
 
   “He’s right, I’m afraid,” he drawled.
 
   Lord, he had charisma! That laugh of his slid right in under a woman’s defenses and said, Like me. A lot. She could easily see how this charmer could win over women with a dazzling smile and a flowery compliment. She could also see he was a heartbreaker. He was everything, in fact, that Delano was not. Delano had always downplayed his vitality, and easy, casual seduction was not in his repertoire.
 
   Ainsley smiled politely and waited for an explanation.
 
   “Aiden has agreed to do a job for me, provided you concur with our approach.”
 
   Her stomach lurched. “What kind of job?”
 
   “My investigation of Lucy Michaels’ situation discloses some unpleasant things about her husband,” Delano said. “He’s the chief of police in St. Cloud, correct?”
 
   “Correct.”
 
   “And he abused Lucy to the point where she felt she had to flee, to protect herself and her daughter. Correct?”
 
   Ainsley’s fists tightened at the thought of Weldon Michaels and all the misery he was responsible for. “Also correct.”
 
   “Did you know that Weldon Michaels is bosom buddies with the director of your department in the hospital where you worked in St. Cloud?”
 
   Chief Michaels and Dr. Demmings were pals? “Really?”
 
   “And did you know Dr. Demmings was in the process of divorcing his wife? I understand that can be an expensive proposition. The good doctor was a prime candidate for a cash bribe, and Chief Michaels offered him a handsome one to get you fired.”
 
   Ainsley felt her blood pressure mounting. “Weldon Michaels did this to me? That little weasel got me fired?”
 
   “Beyond the shadow of a doubt. You see, he must have figured out that you were subsidizing Lucy and Devon’s living expenses. He probably figured if he could pauperize you, Lucy would surface sooner rather than later.”
 
   “Ohhh! I’ll have his balls!
 
   Delano laughed. “Frankly, I think we have a better idea.”
 
   “I can’t imagine what that could be.”
 
   “I propose to have Aiden pay him a visit.”
 
   Ainsley’s gaze flew to the stranger, who had a hard glint about his eyes now. “You wouldn’t … I mean…” She looked at Delano again, her eyes searching his. “You’re not proposing to…”
 
   “Kill him?” The softly-voiced question came from Aiden Afflack. “No. I won’t even hurt him, unless you consider possible injury to his pride. Or unless you want me to.” 
 
   His smile thinned ever so slightly, but Ainsley sucked in her breath at the leashed menace in it. 
 
   “I’m just proposing to spend a leisurely evening with Chief Michaels, acquainting him with the full scope and diversity of the creatures with which he shares the night. We’re thinking that once he appreciates that his wife keeps company with not one, but many of us, he’ll lose interest in persecuting her further. In fact, she should be able to move back home in about,” he paused to consult his watch, “forty-eight hours. And of course, we’d make sure that he appreciates that this Pax Vampira applies to you, as well. I will make sure that he’ll do whatever is necessary to ensure that you can return to your job, if you so desire.”
 
   Ainsley’s head spun. What to ask first? “What’s to stop him from reporting your … visit?”
 
   Aiden shrugged. “The same thing that dissuaded you from seeking treatment at a hospital when you were attacked. No one would believe him. His job would be forfeit if he makes a report of a vampire who partook of his blood, but left no evidence. A vampire who moved like lightening, but who looked like a normal man. A vampire who can leap a full story with a 200 lb. man in his arms. A vampire that knows all his dirty domestic secrets.” 
 
   “Delano?” She glanced up at him.
 
   He nodded. “It can be done just as Aiden has described. You need only give your consent. And you have our word that Chief Michaels will come to no lasting harm, while learning a new respect for coloring within the lines. Aiden will impress on him, also, that we can uncover all his many and grave abuses of power in pursuit of his wife. He’ll be left with no doubt that if he so much as sneezes in the direction of Lucy, Devon or you, he’ll not only be deposed as chief, but would likely face prosecution.” He fixed her with an intent gaze. “This can work, Ainsley. You can go back home. You and Lucy and Devon.”
 
   But what about you? she wanted to wail. What will I do back in St. Cloud without you? 
 
   She shook off the thought. She had to think of Lucy and Devon. These years on the run had taken a visible toll on Lucy, and Ainsley was sure Devon, ever uncomplaining, must suffer horribly each time they were uprooted…
 
   And now they could go home, if she gave the word. They could stop running, stop looking over their shoulders. Thanks to this beautiful, terrifying vampire, Aiden Afflack. And thanks to Delano. 
 
   “Ainsley?” Delano prompted.
 
   “Okay.” She blinked. “Okay, do it.”
 
   “Excellent.” 
 
   Aiden’s smile was a fearsome thing to behold. Ainsley moved closer to Delano, who took her hand.
 
   “Thank you,” Delano said. “Aiden will leave tonight. I’ve got an aircraft chartered. He’ll get there in plenty of time to scope out Michaels’ place this evening. Then tomorrow night, our friend Weldon is in for a long night of re-education.” 
 
   “Thank you,” she said. “Thank you both. It will mean the world to Lucy and Devon to be able to go home at last.”
 
   “Our pleasure.” Delano smiled into her eyes, but she could see he was holding something back still. “Now for the other matter.”
 
   Ainsley’s heart thudded harder. So they were going to talk about it after all. Then she noticed the handsome vampire had made no move to leave. “Umm, don’t you think we should have some privacy for this?”
 
   “Actually, no,” Delano replied. “Aiden may wind up playing a fairly integral part in what happens next.”
 
   Her eyes flew to the smiling Aiden and back to the unsmiling Delano. “I don’t understand.”
 
   “I overheard your conversation with Eli.”
 
   It took all she had not to bury her face in her hands. “I’m so sorry about that,” she said, holding his gaze. “I shouldn’t have discussed our … situation … with Eli or anyone else.”
 
   “I wasn’t being critical,” he insisted. “You must feel free to discuss anything that troubles you with your friends. But the fact remains that you seem to think that now that the mutation has reversed itself, I might not feel the same about you. Indeed, I got the impression you felt I ought to play the field, so I might be certain.”
 
   Ainsley flicked a glance at Aiden. When she saw how avidly he was following the discussion, she could have died of mortification. “That’s private, Delano. I don’t see why we need to discuss our affairs in front of your guest.”
 
   “I’m sorry, my love, but I’m going to need Aiden for this next part.”
 
   Her heart, already pounding, kicked up into overdrive. “What are you talking about?”
 
   “When we were blood-bonded, you had your misgivings about our relationship, but they centered around causing me a premature death. At the heart of it, you were confident in my love for you, my complete and total devotion. I felt it when I held you, so you needn’t deny it.”
 
   “How could I?” She swallowed to try to moisten her suddenly dry mouth.
 
   “But since my reversal, all I can feel is your doubt, your anxiety, the worry that you trapped me into this relationship when you—”
 
   “I did trap you.” Her face burned with embarrassment at having this discussion in front of a stranger, but she couldn’t let that stop her from saying what must be said. “But I swear to you, Del, I didn’t mean to.” 
 
   “You are blameless, Ainsley. It would not have happened had I not still been keeping secrets from you. And if you call that a trap, every man should be so lucky as to fall into one so sweet.”
 
   Despite her best efforts to control her breathing, a sob escaped her. “But you have choices, now. Choices you didn’t have before.”
 
   “I do. And one of those choices is to embrace the blood-bond again, soberly, thoughtfully, and of my own volition. That’s why I brought Aiden here tonight, to turn me back. It will take a matter of about thirty hours, but my vampiric powers should be restored. We can have it back, Ainsley, if that’s what you want.”
 
   She started to cry in earnest, lifting the hem of her sweater to stem the tide. Delano handed her a handkerchief, which she applied to her cheeks, then used to blow her nose.
 
   “Just give the word, my love, and Aiden will do it.”
 
   “Are you saying you love me still?” She swiped at fresh tears. “That you’re ready to shackle yourself to me, forsaking all others, even though … even though…” Even though it will literally kill you when I die. She couldn’t bring herself to say the words. 
 
   He grasped her face in his big hands. “Yes, that’s what I’m saying. I love you, Ainsley Crawford, and I am yours as long as you want me. That didn’t change just because of the reversal. Nor did my commitment to the vaccine and my life’s work of turning back the rogue tide.”
 
   Her hands went to his chest, possessed of a mind of their own. “Do you want to go back?” 
 
   The ambivalence in his eyes raked her raw sensibilities. 
 
   “Ainsley…”
 
   “The truth. Please, Delano.”
 
   He sighed. “One of my aims all along was to reverse my own mutation, which I saw from the beginning as a vile curse, visited upon me against my will by a vampress who thought that was the path to owning me. All these years, I’ve sought to return to what I was. That’s been my aim for so long, I knew nothing else.”
 
   “And now?”
 
   “Now, I no longer want it. Not at this price. Not without you.”
 
   The tears brimmed again, distorting his precious face. She made no attempt to stem them this time. 
 
   “And what if you can have your mortal life back, and me too? Would you choose to have Aiden turn you then? Either way, I will stay with you. And either way, your life expectancy will be constrained.” She brushed back a lock of his hair, which had fallen forward. “I swear, if I could be turned, I would ask Aiden to do it for us both, right now, so that we have eternity together. But we can’t. Not with my blood.”
 
   He pulled her face closer and kissed her eyelids, one at a time. “Then I choose to age with you. You may not see the evidence of the blood-bond, and you may not be able to slip into my mind with the ease you did before, but sweetheart, it’s still there. It has to be. Because I feel like I’d die without you.”
 
   The breath she’d been holding rushed out of her. “Oh, me too!” 
 
   Suddenly his arms were around her. She circled her own arms around him lightly, mindful of his injured ribs. His mouth closed on hers, kissing her like there was no tomorrow. 
 
   When next they looked up, Aiden had left the lab. 
 
   “Ainsley?”
 
   She smiled at how thick his voice sounded. “Yes?”
 
   “How ’bout we find Aiden again and get him to turn me so my ribs get better in the next five hours. Then I’ll be ready to make love to you the way I want. All we have to do is lose the condoms, and I’ll eventually turn back again…
 
   She laughed against his neck. “Trust me, Dr. Bowen. Making love won’t be a problem,” she murmured into his ear, before biting the lobe delicately. “I’m a nurse, remember? You’re in good hands.”
 
   “Oh, I know it, Nurse Crawford.” He laughed, but when he pulled back, his eyes sobered. “You want this, don’t you? Truly?”
 
   She smiled up at him, her heart brimming. “Truly, I do. I want to be yours and I want you to be mine. I want to wake up in the same bed with you every morning. I want to have the right to touch you like this. I want to wake up in the night and be able to reach for you.” 
 
   His hands tightened on her waist. “We can move back to St. Cloud as soon as my house repairs are finished.”
 
   She turned her attention to his throat again, this time at the juncture where neck met shoulder. “I’d like that.”
 
   “And would you like children?”
 
   Her roving mouth stopped and she leaned back in his arms. “Children?”
 
   “That would be one of the consequences of my reversal. I’ll be fertile again. Well, theoretically.”
 
   “Oh, my God.”
 
   “Or not,” he said quickly. “We can change that whole fertility thing if you want. I know there’s a surgery. Just so we’re clear, I want you for you, not for any little Bowens you might produce.”
 
   Her heart thudded in her throat. Did he know what he was saying? “Del, our children … they’d have the Merzetti blood. They’d be in danger from the moment they were born.” Her throat tightened. “I don’t know if I could stand that.”
 
   “Ah, but that’s where you’re wrong, my sweet. They’ll be in no danger, or at least no more than the average child. Because by then, we’ll be into mass production of the vaccine. Their blood won’t matter.” He smiled down at her. “They’ll just be adorable girls, hopefully with their mother’s beautiful hair and violet eyes.”
 
   “Girls.” She chewed her lip. “We’d have to tell them about the Merzetti Effect. They’ll need to understand. If we don’t, they’ll do as I did. They’ll get pregnant and reject their daughters.”
 
   He smoothed a hand over her hair. “We’ll tell them, my love. And we’ll tell them about the fearless exploits of their mother and their half-sister Devon and their Aunt Lucy.”
 
   She blinked rapidly. “This could really work, couldn’t it? I could have a baby. I could keep my baby. Our baby.”
 
   “You absolutely could.”
 
   Then, because it seemed far too long since he’d done it last, he kissed her mouth. When he lifted his head, there were no more tears glinting in her eyes. But they glinted with something else.
 
   “We could make a little Bowen right now, couldn’t we?” Her hand went to the placket of his trousers. “Theoretically.”
 
   He groaned, hardening beneath her touch. “Theoretically, yes.”
 
   “Then let’s put your theory to the test.”
 
   A moment later, he lay on their hastily-shed clothing with her straddling his body, the heat of her core pressing against his erection. 
 
   He gritted his teeth, trying to hang on to reason. “Are you sure, love? I’ll be just a regular guy. A human. No special powers.”
 
   “Oddly enough, human is kind of what I always had in mind for the father of my children.”
 
   He laughed, wishing the state of his ribs would allow him to curl up and pull her down, but as though sensing his need, she bent to him, capturing his laugh with her mouth. 
 
   “I love you,” he said when she let him breathe again.
 
   “I love you, too,” she said, and proceeded to show him how much.
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CHAPTER 1
 
    
 
    
 
   Painful starbursts exploded behind my eyes. 
 
   I clawed awake, tumbling forward, bouncing against a rough surface. Heat scorched my arms and legs. I tucked my head and shoulders. Sharp stones gouged my back and sand coated my sweaty body. 
 
   Slammed to a stop, I was flat on my face. Ears ringing. My next breath wheezed out, mouth dry as the hot dust singeing my body. 
 
   What was happening? 
 
   No answer. Brain scrambled. 
 
   “Get up, girl, if you value your life,” someone demanded in a deep male voice that sounded old. 
 
   Don’t push me right now if you value yours. I opened my gritty eyes to blinding light and a cockeyed view of an endless desert. Not a person in sight. 
 
   “Get. Up.”
 
   If he yelled one more time, he wouldn’t be happy when I did make it to my feet. I bit back the snarl curling to my lips. Who was he anyway? My head still spun and my stomach wasn’t much happier. Gravel bit the palms of my hands as I pushed up on shaky knees. 
 
   Every muscle screamed misery, my body battered as a kickball. I twisted around one way then the other, searching in a full circle. Still no one. Now I was dizzy. 
 
   Had I imagined that voice? 
 
   Where am I? 
 
   Blinking against the harsh sun, I struggled to my feet, weaving where I stood. Confused thoughts banged my aching skull. I rubbed my eyes, then focused and looked down at myself. Feet tucked inside short boots made of tanned skins. Familiar, but not. Buckskin material covered me from shoulders to skinned knees and I had a leather thong tied around my waist. 
 
   I swallowed, waiting for some memory to rise up from the empty gap in my mind and offer help. The longer I waited, the more nauseous I got. 
 
   Nerves had me brushing hair off my face and breathing fast, then I paused, clutching a handful of hair. I pulled the strands into view. Black. Long, thick and black.
 
   Why didn’t I know that? My heart thumped hard and picked up speed. I took a quick glance at the barren landscape. 
 
   Was this home?  
 
   I didn’t know. Why can’t I remember? 
 
   Trembling started in my knees and traveled up through my chest. I forced a deep breath through my lungs, anything to stop the rising panic. Panic kills. 
 
   Someone had told me that once. Who?
 
   Still no answers. Squinting, I looked for something familiar. 
 
   Mountains. Red mountains. Wait. I knew those. Think. I begged my mind to give me something. To remember.  
 
   Nothing. Closing my eyes, I tried harder. 
 
   Bright colors flashed behind my eyes and a sharp ache stabbed my skull. Grabbing my head did little to ease the throbbing, but the pain did clear some of my brain fog. 
 
   Sandia. 
 
   The name of those mountains. Sandia. Relief flooded through me so quickly my skin tingled. I’m just disoriented. 
 
   “You waste time, Rayen.”
 
        I froze as I opened my eyes. I better see him when I turn around this time. And who was Rayen? I made a quarter turn to find the owner of that gravelly voice. 
 
   An old man. No, the shimmering image of an old man, an elder. This whole thing just shot up a level on the weird scale. With white stringy hair, light gray eyes and gnarled limbs, he flickered before me, the red and tan cliff rocks visible through his translucent body. Beyond that, an unbroken sky stretched overhead, wide and empty and so intensely blue it hurt my eyes. 
 
   The ghost man floated above the desert floor, legs crossed. 
 
   I was feeling a whole lot better until I saw that. “Who 
are-–” 
 
   The ground beneath me vibrated and shifted, cutting off my words. I stumbled sideways.
 
   “Listen,” he ordered, his voice tense and urgent. “Three things you must know.” The ghost spoke louder with each word, competing with a heavy, shuddering sound not that far away. 
 
   I chugged in a deep breath, as if that would keep my rising fear at bay, and smelled a rotted stench. Cloying decay and smoke. A warning smell I couldn’t place, but something I sensed deep in my bones. Danger. I moved my head to look around, but the old man shouted, “You listening?”
 
   Like I have a choice? 
 
   The spooky elder was determined to get his message said.
 
   Nodding at him, I swallowed, not a spit of saliva in my mouth. The pounding of the ground seemed to come from a distance, reverberating through me. Adrenaline stirred my blood, urging me to be ready. But for what? 
 
   “First thing,” he enunciated as if I was slow. “You die if you eat peanuts and you are seventeen.”
 
   Peanuts? Who cares about nuts, and isn’t that technically two things? I sniffed at the air. The burning stink thickened. I reached for a knife that wasn’t at my hip, but something told me it should be. 
 
   “Second. Your name Rayen.”
 
   Rayen? I’m Rayen? 
 
   If I could believe a crazy hallucination. Fear snaked through me with icy fingers, paralyzing me. I don’t know my name...or what I’m doing here...or where here is, other than recognizing those mountains. 
 
   The ground shook harder, dust and pebbles scattering everywhere. I widened my stance to keep my balance. 
 
   That’s when I caught the distinct sound of hooves pounding. 
 
   Hard. Behind me...and gaining speed.    
 
   I looked over my shoulder. A beast. My muscles clenched at the sheer size of the thing. A hairy, rhino-hide gray creature blotting out the desert landscape behind it. Barreling forward, rocking back and forth on three legs, wide head low to the ground. Scary fast, churning geysers of sand and dirt, eating up distance quicker than anything its size should.
 
   Air backed up in my lungs. “What the – ”
 
   “Third thing, Rayen,” the elder shouted, his voice nearly drowned by the rumble. “Run!”
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER 2
 
    
 
   Ghost Man vanished as I took off running. 
 
   Something clicked in my head, some instinct. I ran, arms pumping, and rocketed away from the beast. A quick leap over thorny bushes. My heels slammed hard rock, feet racing as if hell itself chased me. 
 
   Quick check over my shoulder.
 
   The beast was gaining, yellow eyes burning for blood. 
 
   What was that thing? Shouldn’t I know? 
 
   Didn’t matter. Right now I had no place to hide and no idea how to escape. No trees large enough to dash behind. Nothing.
 
   Except the mountains. They were my safe haven. I knew that, somehow. But how do I know? Was there a place to hide in those rocks up ahead? Maybe that beast couldn’t follow me up a sharp incline. 
 
   Keep moving.
 
   Ragged breaths chugged past my dry lips. Hot air scoarched my chest. I gagged on the creature’s nauseating smell. I could hear it gaining on me. Shaking the earth beneath my panicked feet. 
 
   I’m running too hard. Won’t last at this pace. My lungs were going to burst. Have to find cover.
 
   Where? 
 
   Stinging sweat poured into my eyes when I lifted my gaze, searching boulders that had tumbled into a monolithic pile along the nearest ridge, as if stacked by a giant’s hand. 
 
   Tell me that beast can’t climb.
 
   If I could just get far enough ahead. Reach the peak on the other side of those boulders. 
 
   I veered slightly left, pistoning my arms and breathing as hard as a small prey run to ground. 
 
   Fifty feet. Run faster. 
 
   Thirty feet. Not going to make it.
 
   Ten feet. Come on. Almost there. Almost. 
 
   A roar screamed through the air. 
 
   I leaped from ground to rock. Slammed a knee. Slapped raw palms against jagged surfaces baked by the sun. Heat seared my skin. Ignore the pain. 
 
   Climb, climb, climb!
 
   Scrambling like a lizard, I reached for crevices, grinding my knees and thighs. 
 
   Another scream, higher pitched this time but farther away. The thing pawed the ground. Dust erupted, choking the air. 
 
   I stretched for the next handhold and risked a quick glance back.  What did that thing want?
 
   At the base of the rocks, it started morphing from a huge, low-to-the-ground Rhino beast to a tall, thin whippet shape with a short, sleek coat of sand-colored hair. 
 
   And talons.
 
   No way. No way in blue blazes. I’m so dead.
 
   I bit my lip, tasting blood. Can’t quit now. I sucked in a blast of baked air and clawed my way up the next rock. Sunlight poked through crevices. Maybe on the other side there’d be someplace to hide. Or people. 
 
   Like me? Where were my people? Friends? Family? 
 
   Did I have any? 
 
   Worry later. Right now, I’d take help from anyone I could find.
 
   The sun roasted my exposed skin and beat down on my back. Muscles burned the harder I climbed. Blood pounded in my ears. I jammed the toes of my boots into whatever crack I could find and shoved my body higher, faster. My fingers clutched sandstone and slipped. I dug in deeper and scrambled hand-over-hand.
 
   Hot breath licked the air around my legs.
 
   The beast was almost on me. 
 
   A space between rocks gaped to my left. Crunching my shoulders as thin as possible, I plunged into the narrow V opening, raking my back raw.  
 
   A shaft of blue sky yawned on the other side. 
 
   Deadly panting echoed right behind me. Closing in.
 
   Fighting panic, I scrambled forward and lunged for the far side...and too late saw nothing below.
 
   Just air.
 
   My feet flipped over my head. I tumbled. An ocean of sky and rusty-brown rocks blurred through my vision. 
 
   I hit hard, face planted on dirt. 
 
   Knocked the breath out of me. My head spun and every bone reverberated. I took a wheezing gasp that hurt. 
 
   “Son of a bitch!” a strange young male voice called. “Hey, dude, we got a skydiver.”
 
   Did I know the name Dude? 
 
   I opened my mouth and groaned. The only sound I could make.
 
   “Hey, babe, where’s your chute?” the same voice asked, closer.
 
   Babe? 
 
   “Idiot, she fell from the rocks.” Another voice that sounded just as young and male joined the first. “She’s a mess. Leave her.” 
 
   “No way she fell. From those rocks?”  First male’s voice. He whistled low. “Should be dead.” Then he whispered, “Hey. Maybe she is. We better go.”
 
   We’ll all be dead if that beast follows me. I twisted my head just enough to look up at the cliff face I’d just dove from. 
 
   There. In the crevice of dusty-red boulders loomed a shadow. Long and thin. Waiting.
 
   Even from this distance, I felt the danger. Predator eyeing prey. But what kept it from attacking? The other people? The distance? Could that thing not shift from land animal to a winged creature and swoop down? 
 
   Beware the beast whispered through my mind. 
 
   As if I hadn’t figured that out. That voice stirred a memory, almost. A female voice filled with worry. Who is she? Why can’t I remember? 
 
   The flicker of knowing slid away faster than dust through my fingers. 
 
   Fear coiled in my chest. I’m so confused. The blank spots in my mind threatened me on a gut-deep level, far more than the beast did. 
 
   But I’d gotten my wish. I’d found people. 
 
   I rolled onto my back, sucking air at the pain that movement caused. My entire body complained. Body slammed twice and feeling as if I’d been squeezed from the inside out.
 
   The second voice called from a little further away. “Come on, Taylor, move it. We gotta get out of here before—”
 
   A high-pitched screeching noise blasted over the top of the stranger’s words, followed by the echo of an older male voice. Not the ghost’s voice, a different one. His words boomed through a mechanical amplifier, shouting, “Stay where you are. Hands in the air. Stop!”  
 
   But instead of stopping, bodies swung into action. I angled my head to figure out who was doing what. I’d thought there were only one or two people nearby, but a dozen plus young ones erupted around me. Running in all directions. Dust devils with legs.
 
   The booming voice barked more commands. “Stop where you are. Down on the ground. This is the APD.”
 
   I had no problem complying. Flat on my back, I stared up at an empty, vast sky. Breathing was about all I could do.
 
   Wonder what an APD is?
 
   As if in answer, gravel crunched under approaching steps. A weathered face with skin as dark as mine hovered into view, indigo blue pants with a knife-sharp crease and dust-covered boots. One boot kicked my hip.
 
   I gritted my teeth to hold back a groan of pain. A warrior never lets a threat see you flinch. 
 
   Had that been a random thought? Or did I know this as a truth?
 
   “Stay right where you are, kid. No funny stuff and you won’t get hurt.”
 
   Too late. Everything ached right down to the roots of my hair. And why had he called me kid? Was that anything like a dude? I dug around in my mind and came up with kid as a baby goat. Maybe I’m not the only one with scrambled brains.
 
   The boot nudged me again. “Get up. Slow and easy.”
 
   I eyed that boot, considering what would happen if I spun his foot to face the wrong way. But he had a black metal object on his hip that could be a weapon, and I still didn’t know where I was or what was going on. 
 
   Breaking his ankle didn’t seem too smart.
 
   Rolling to my side, I shuddered to my knees. That settled it. I was in no shape to fight anyone right now. I’d made the right decision not to antagonize this person. Bracing myself, I lurched up to stand and anchored my feet shoulder width apart. Wiping at my arms was a mistake.  Sand and grit clung to my skin so all I did was grind it into the raw places. 
 
   The man I faced stood barely taller than me. An elder I estimated to be three times my age if that old ghost had been right about me being seventeen. Age seamed this man’s face and voice. Eyes like coarse stone. “What kind of damn outfit you wearing, girl?”  
 
   He said girl as if I reminded him of a maggot. As for my clothes, what about his? 
 
   Couldn’t place what he wore, but I sensed the meaning behind his words and attitude–authority. 
 
   All the elders milling around wore the same covering–blue pants, light blue shirts, everything regulated and unyielding except for the sweat stains at their armpits and lower backs.
 
   I cast another glance at myself. No one was dressed like me. Not even the others my age. They wore a different type of uniform–unusual words and designs across their chest coverings-PMS, Mad Cow Disease, Rangers. Loose pants that sagged at their hips, colorful footwear too short to be boots. The more I looked, the less I understood. I searched my memory for what was normal or how I’d ended up here.
 
   And found only a cold emptiness filled with dark shadows. 
 
   Nothing. How could that be?
 
   Fear turned into a rabid animal in my chest, fighting to get out. 
 
   With no idea who I was or where I belonged, what would these people...
 
   “You going native?” the man asked me, guffawing. He shouted over his shoulder, “Hey Burt, we got one thinks she’s Pocahontas. Looks Navajo, like that other kid you got cuffed.” 
 
   Pocahontas? Could that be my name, too? Judging by the way he’d treated me so far he didn’t know me and didn’t care. The crazy old ghost had shown more concern.    
 
   The other elder this guy called Burt had clasped metal rings on the wrists of a scrawny boy younger than me–a kid?–who looked more malnourished than dangerous. What had he meant by saying we looked Navajo? What was a Navajo? I fingered my hair again. Straight and black like the skinny kid. Was my face as sharp as his? Were my eyes brown, too?    
 
   Nausea boiled up my throat. 
 
   I didn’t even know what I looked like. 
 
   Panic darted across the other young faces, but not like mine. They didn’t appear confused over who they were or why they were being captured.  
 
   And no one here recognized me.
 
   Blue lights flashed on top of a dirty white box with wheels. Was that how the elders had arrived? That form of travel seemed wrong, but I couldn’t pinpoint why.   
 
   Who were these people? What did they want? 
 
   I scanned the cliff face again. The beast appeared gone. Or merged so deep into the shadow of the rocks as to be invisible. Unless?
 
   Turning around, I eyed the male and female elders rounding up the struggling captives. Could the beast thing morph into a human? And if so, what were my chances of escaping?
 
   “You got a name?” the man at my side barked. 
 
   I whispered through cracked, dry lips. “Rayen.”
 
   “That a first name or a last?”
 
   I shook my head. Big mistake. Pain shot through my battered skull. The elder waited for me to answer, but the ghost hadn’t given me more. “Don’t know.”
 
   “Can’t hear you.”
 
   “I don’t know.” Talk about the scary truth. An icy ball of terror jackknifed around inside me, but I kept my face passive, trying to figure out what to tell him. My eyes watered, but I blinked against tears. I was not one who cried. Strange, but I knew this. 
 
   Never expose a vulnerability rolled through my thoughts. 
 
   I might not know who I was, but some deep-seated instinct told me to trust myself to know how to survive. 
 
   “Where you from, kid?”
 
   Just keep asking me questions I can’t answer, chewing up my insides. I shook my head. 
 
   “Don’t have a last name? Don’t have a home? Wrong answers, kid.” The elder reached for something in his belt. “Turn around. Hands behind your back.”
 
   What choice did I have? There were too many of the blue uniforms with the black metal devices on their hips. I knew something discharged from a unit shaped like that. And even if I did try to run, that beast was out there, somewhere. I could feel its presence bone deep. 
 
   So I turned, willing to wait for my chance to escape. A narrow strip of rigid material looped against my bruised wrists. Tightened with a sharp tug.
 
    “That’ll keep you.” The man sounded pleased. “Where’s transport, Davis?” he shouted to someone.
 
   “On the way,” came a female answer. 
 
   “Captain’s going to be glad to know we got this gang corralled before they disappeared into the Sandias,” the man next to me bragged. “You were right about these kids holing up this side of the Del Agua Trail.”  
 
   Del Agua. I knew the name of that trail.  
 
   Another positive sign, right? 
 
   “Folks out at Piedra Lisa Park will be happier,” another laughed.
 
   Piedra Lisa Park? I didn’t know that name or what they were talking about. 
 
   A sudden jerk on my arm sent me stumbling. I couldn’t swallow the groan that slid out this time. 
 
   “Keep up, kid. No lagging. We got room for one more in this van.” The man spoke out of the side of his mouth as he half dragged, half-shoved me toward one of the dusty boxes with wheels and iron mesh windows. This one already jammed full of snarling, angry prisoners. All who looked my age or younger. 
 
   Wary glares taut with anger and fear sized me up, judging me.   
 
   I stiffened at the thought of being caged and helpless. And no telling when that beast would attack again. Could it get inside these boxes? My instincts warned me this wasn’t a good idea, but those same instincts didn’t offer help on how to get out of this situation. 
 
   Stalling, I asked, “Where’re we going?”  
 
   “Why we’re taking you to the Hilton Albuquerque.” The man snickered.
 
   A Hilton Albuquerque? Could the beast get to me there? I shoved a quick look up and over my shoulder again, searching. A shadow moved down the rocks, closer. “Where?”
 
   “Don’t be a fool, girl.” The man thrust a meaty hand on the top of my head and shoved me inside toward the only remaining single seat. The taint of fear and sweat filled my nose. Heads hung down, shoulders hunched. I had the sense that the others knew where we were going and that knowledge had them trembling.
 
   I tried once more. “Where are you taking me?”
 
   “Where do ya think we take juvenile delinquents who steal twelve-thousand dollars worth of valuables and destroy a business just for fun?”
 
   Stealing? Destruction? I wrenched at the tight bond around my wrists. 
 
   I wasn’t a criminal.
 
   Was I? 
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER 3
 
    
 
   What had I done to end up here? 
 
   I held myself erect in the stiff seating. Must show a strong front. Hide the terror vibrating inside me. 
 
   But the weird thing? Everything I’d seen since waking up in the desert hit me as both strange and familiar. I knew what materials like glass, metal and wood were, but I couldn’t recall any memory of being inside a building like this one with glass windows, some sort of metallic vents and wooden doors. 
 
   Artificially cooled air washed across my skin, a welcome break from the heat outside. But the air in this room smelled stale and claustrophobic. 
 
   Why did those people in blue uniforms, officers, bring me here when they’d left the other kids at that first place they took us? A jail. For delinquents. I understood the language and terms, but couldn’t grasp the clear meaning. The words sounded strange, as if filtered through multiple layers. Just like what they called this place. School. 
 
   Sure, I knew the definition of a school, or to be schooled on a topic. But the mental path I ran along chasing down those thoughts disappeared before I could find the end.
 
   I rubbed my wrists, glad to be uncuffed.  
 
   One of the two doors to the room opened and three people entered. Elders. Two men and a woman. The woman and one of the men appeared to be around thirty years old. The other man had aged maybe twenty more years based on the gray in his hair and deep grooves on his face. 
 
   Correction. They weren’t elders. 
 
   I’d heard them called adults. Sounded so out of place. 
 
   “I’m Dr. Maxwell,” the oldest man said as he folded his flabby body into a seat behind a large table. 
 
   I sat opposite him in a rigid chair, perfectly still and silent. 
 
   His age made him look the least threatening, but not his eyes. Stone-cold eyes that assessed and weighed everything. Dr. Maxwell pointed at the other two. “This is Mr. and Mrs. Brown, the benefactors of The Byzantine Institute of Excellence.”
 
   Institute, another word for school, but just as odd sounding as the term adults. I kept tucking away every little piece of new information, sick of feeling so out of place. 
 
   I looked from one face to the next. The two men had much lighter skin color, especially the doctor, with thinning hair and skin so pale and dotted with age spots. But the woman’s skin looked familiar...like my own. 
 
   I considered not speaking until I had to, but I was tired of being pushed here and there. Tired of being confused. “Why am I here?”
 
   Dr. Maxwell sat back, eyeing me with a flat gaze. “The Albuquerque PD said your fingerprints didn’t match those found at the Piedra Lisa Park breakin, but neither did your prints pop up right away in their initial run through the database. Since you were captured with the gang suspected of these crimes, you’d normally be held in detention while they decide what to do with you.”
 
   I’d heard the other kids whispering about detention and something called juvie. Scared them. I held my silence and let this Dr. Maxwell finish explaining.
 
   “The police deal with a number of Native American kids every year, most are no older than you, some are criminals and some have been turned out of their homes to survive on their own. The Browns–”  He nodded at the other two adults as if I’d forgotten their names already. “Sponsor a handful of Native teens every year. The police know to contact them about potential candidates. While we wait to hear back from the detectives about your background check, you’ve been given the opportunity to remain here...as long as you behave and don’t cause any trouble.”
 
   I wanted to ask what a Native American was, but something told me to keep some questions to myself. 
 
   At the jail, someone had called me a savage and shoved a handful of clothes at me. They’d sent me to a small room where I’d washed off most of the dirt. I now wore a thin maroon-colored chest cover called a T-shirt that was soft against my cuts and bruises, and blue pants — no, these were called jeans.   I didn’t mind changing. 
 
   At least now I felt clean and people had stopped staring at me. 
 
   “Rayen?”  The woman speaking to me had smooth skin, and warm hazel eyes above sharp cheeks. Like mine. But my eyes were blue. Sort of a green-blue. The eyes and cheeks I’d seen — but hadn’t recognized — in a mirror when I’d changed clothes. Who doesn’t know their own face?  
 
   Mrs. Brown smiled, the first welcoming expression I’d seen since opening my eyes in the desert. Her sun-colored yellow dress flattered her skin. The compassion on her face reminded me of another woman, one with straight black hair like hers and...I wanted to growl when the image never completely formed. 
 
   I realized she’d gotten quiet, waiting for me to say something. I went with the simplest reply. “Yes?”
 
   “We’re here to help you, Rayen.”  She sent her smile over to Mr. Brown, a tall man dressed in charcoal gray...Pants. Jacket. Shirt.
 
   A uniform? No, something else. A suit?   
 
   Could that be right? 
 
   I wanted to ask if I was correct, but not now when three sets of eyes judged every breath I took. 
 
   Mr. Brown stood with his back against a wall of books...
 
   Colors flashed in my mind again, prodding me to think harder. At least the pain wasn’t as sharp this time. Those were real books printed on paper. My heart thumped faster at the thought that paper was precious...then I hit a blank spot again. I curled my fingers, frustrated at failing to piece together yet another shattered memory. 
 
   Mr. Brown missed nothing, arms crossed, observing me with the intensity of a wise elder, dark eyes expectant. Not an easy man to read.
 
   When he flicked a look at Mrs. Brown, she moved closer to me, taking the chair on my right. “We’ve been told you have no identification.” 
 
   “Yes.”  I wasn’t sure what she expected for identification other than my face. Eye scan? That triggered another half-memory that came and went. I wanted to pound the chair arm. 
 
    “And that you are reluctant to share information. Is that correct?” she continued.
 
   “No.” I hesitated, battling over how much information to reveal. But what did I have to lose? “I just don’t have information to share.”
 
   “Oh.”  She paused and seemed perplexed, but her lips turned up in a reassuring way before she spoke again. “I’d like to tell you about our Institute.”  
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Perhaps you’d fit in here.”
 
   I had no interest in joining her school, but from the minute my hands had been tied this morning, I’d lost all control of my life. For now. What could be the harm in hearing her out? I nodded just to appear agreeable.
 
   “Our program is for teens of high school age and is different from other schools in this part of the country in that we have two unique areas of study. We use a selection process based upon the skills of each student. Our diverse program was created to offer students with unusual abilities a chance to excel in areas not often taught in other venues. Or perhaps not taught in as specific a way as how we guide students here.”
 
   What was she saying? At a loss, I gave her another nod as a prod to continue, and she kept talking.
 
   “We pride ourselves on not only accepting students with brilliant minds who are headed for places such as MIT and Harvard, but also those who strive to develop their other senses, like their sixth sense.”
 
   I understood the words being spoken, but their culture and terms were strange. MIT? Harvard? Sixth sense ignited a thought. Six senses.  Touch, smell, hearing, taste, sight...and intuition, power or energy. Was that right? 
 
   “Do you understand what I’m saying, Rayen?” she asked, alerting me that she could tell my mind had wandered. Again. 
 
   “Yes.”  That word worked a whole lot better than constantly saying no, like I’d been doing up until now. 
 
   Dr. Maxwell leaned forward, resting his arms on his desk, but his eyes hadn’t warmed at all. Snake eyes. “What Mrs. Brown is trying to tell you is that she and Mr. Brown award a small number of positions to select students from less fortunate homes, depending on how the student tests. We understand that some teens run away from bad situations. We can’t guarantee that you’ll get a placement here without gaining permission from your family, or if you don’t qualify after testing, but if you tell us the truth about who you are and where you’re from, we’ll assign you an academic advisor and see what we can do.” 
 
   They wanted me to stay? Here? Why? I couldn’t swallow past the knot of tension in my throat. I didn’t belong here.
 
   But I had no idea where I did belong. 
 
   Mrs. Brown tapped a finger on my arm. “Who’s your family?”
 
   A question I couldn’t answer with yes or no. “I don’t know.”  I was tired of being viewed as a bug with no more sense than to run under the nearest boot heel. I opened my mouth to say, I woke up in the desert, disoriented and with a beast chasing me, but that survival instinct kicked in again, warning me that less was more right now. 
 
   “Don’t know?”  Mr. Maxwell’s calm face slipped, showing his true feelings. Irritation. Disgust. He glanced at Mr. Brown, his tone dismissing me from this conversation. “We’ll know who she is by the end of the day once we get the police results on her fingerprints. I think we’re done here...right?”
 
   Mr. Brown’s angular face still showed no emotion until he looked at his wife and his blue-gray eyes softened. “What do you think, sweetheart?”
 
   Mrs. Brown swung around with a look of pleading on her face. “We haven’t gotten the results of the blood test to review yet, Charles.”  She turned to Dr. Maxwell. “Would you check again?”
 
   I’d known what they were doing with fingerprinting at the first place, though the ink pad they’d pressed my fingers on had seemed like a messy way to transfer prints. But I’d been puzzled over the small white bandage on my arm from where they’d jabbed me with a sharp needle. They’d drawn blood.
 
   Everybody wanted my blood today. The beast I could almost understand, but what did these people want with it?
 
   Dr. Maxell flipped open the top of a thin metal case with an apple-shaped emblem on the lid and started tapping at it with his fingers. “The blood results just came through and–”  He leaned closer, reading something, then his forehead creased sharply before he turned to Mr. Brown. “Uh, we do need to review this report.”
 
   Mr. Brown’s eyes lit with interest. 
 
   Mrs. Brown slid forward in her chair, anxious, but before she could say anything her husband shot a pointed look at me and said, “You may wait in the next room.”
 
   When I didn’t move, Dr. Maxwell stood and took a step toward me.
 
   Tired of getting dragged, shoved and jerked around by strangers, particularly the el...the adults, I jumped to my feet, arms loose, hands ready to defend myself. 
 
   Mr. Brown unfolded his arms and reached over as if to restrain the doctor, but he spoke to me. “Please go to the next room. Wait for us there.”  
 
   Mrs. Brown stood just as quickly, putting herself between me and the doctor, gently cupping my arm. If either of the men had touched me, I couldn’t say what would have happened, but her touch reached past the need to fight—to defend myself. 
 
   She looked up at me, smiling reassurance, and indicated a door with her free hand. “There’s a waiting room right in there. We’ll send someone for you in a moment, okay?”
 
   I let out a breath that had backed up in my chest and nodded before turning for a second door that exited the room.  As I passed through and pulled the door almost closed behind me, Dr. Maxwell spoke in a low, excited voice, but too quiet for me to understand. 
 
   I paused with the door ajar at my back and focused my full attention on his words. Heat bloomed in my chest, surprising me, then it radiated out through my body as I concentrated. 
 
   The more I focused, the clearer the voices sounded. 
 
   Dr. Maxwell was saying, “...I’m telling you there are markers in her blood like nothing we’ve had before.”
 
   Mrs. Brown asked, “What specific markers?”
 
   “With just one pass through the new software program, her DNA spiked alerts in four of our profile areas with the strongest being algorithmic–”
 
   I didn’t understand the next part, a string of strange letters and numbers. I’d heard of “software” and “DNA” at some point. Software versus hardware. DNA determined ancestry. I could almost hear the words coming from something inanimate as it instructed me. 
 
   Mrs. Brown spoke up. “I say we put her in the computer science program and see what she does.”
 
   What happened to ‘we can’t guarantee you placement without getting your family’s permission’? 
 
   And what of my family? Did they exist? Did they know what had happened to me? Were they looking for me? A dark ache stabbed at me. A hole so large it threatened to swallow me.
 
   The door suddenly snapped shut at my back and I opened my eyes, quickly taking in my surroundings. 
 
   I stood inside a larger room that had chairs placed around the walls. There were three doors and several small tables that weren’t as tall as my knees. 
 
   And someone watched me–a young male. I corrected myself, mentally searching for words I’d heard in the last few hours. This young one would be a teen or kid, but the young ones captured with me had not called each other teens. Maybe because the adults often said it in a negative way.   
 
   A couple of the boys close to my age had called other males guys. That had seemed acceptable to all of them. 
 
   Trying to talk like everyone else here could only help me. 
 
   This...guy lounged in one of the chairs that appeared more padded and comfortable than the one I’d had in the doctor’s room. This new stranger had skin a deeper brown color than mine, closer in shade to that of the drink he held in a bottle with writing half hidden by his fingers. His short black hair curled in tight circles, matching the color of his pants and shirt, but his shirt had...buttons. Yes, buttons was the right word. 
 
   Brown eyes watched me with an edge of intelligence that demanded others notice him. 
 
   Not sure of any order to the seating, I strolled over to the first open chair. One of the small wooden tables separated us. I sank into the soft material, sighing over how good it felt against my abused body. 
 
   “New recruit?” the guy asked.
 
   Would there be an end to the questions I couldn’t answer any time soon? I flipped through my knowledge and came up with the word recruit. It meant being called to a task. I weighed what had been said before and after I’d left the meeting, deciding on another simple answer. “Possibly.”
 
   “I’m Nicholas. You certainly appear to be new recruit material, since you’re adorned with that leg iron.” 
 
   I glanced down at my leg that still throbbed with pain. 
 
   Punishment for not listening to my instincts earlier when I’d first arrived here at this school. Those instincts had warned me not to jump at an opportunity that had “too easy” stamped all over it. 
 
   But my gut had badgered me to escape at my first chance. 
 
   The adults in blue clothes who’d delivered me to this place had turned their backs for a few seconds outside, long enough for me to try to vanish. But the minute I’d stepped through what looked like an exit gateway, a bolt of energy screamed through my left leg, the one with the wicked-looking metal ankle bracelet those adults had attached. I’d fallen to my knees, writhing in pain, then dragged myself away from the invisible field of current just as one of them walked up.
 
   The man had chuckled and pointed to the metal contraption. “Guess I don’t have to warn you what’ll happen if you try to run with that latched to you. These fine people take in low-life scum and you half-breeds. You best show your appreciation and don’t give ‘em no trouble. Or you won’t like where we take you next.”
 
   That might register on my barometer of concern if I had any idea where I was to begin with. 
 
   “Hey, just kiddin’ with you, sweetheart,” Nicholas said in a lighthearted tone, bringing me back to the present with a snap. “Don’t feel singled out. Recruits who arrive via government channels rather than being enrolled by family wear a security device until the front office receives all the records. The Institute is responsible for you. No big deal. They can’t risk being sued if you wander off the property. Not as though you’re in prison or something.”
 
   That made sense, except for being sued, whatever that was. So this school had a place that gathered records. I hoped they would find information on me, something that would fill me in on my history. Who my people were. 
 
   Unless they found out I was a criminal. I didn’t feel like one, but would a criminal think of herself as such?
 
   Nicholas leaned forward in his chair. “Where do you hail from?”  
 
   This guy didn’t sound like any of the kids I’d met earlier. He had a stiff way of talking and sounded more like one of the adults. I asked, “Hail from?”
 
   “Your point of origin. Home.”  
 
   I couldn’t say ‘I don’t know’ one more time without losing my temper, so I summed it up all at once. “I know my name’s Rayen, but not where I’m from. I have no idea what I’m doing here or if I’ll stay. I hit my head in the desert and can’t remember anything.”  I’d heard the kids I’d been captured with talking in the van–about me. One had made a comment that I could have lost my memory from the fall. 
 
   Sounded like an explanation for the empty spots in my mind.
 
   “Word to the wise, sweetheart.” Nicholas glanced at me sideways. “Don’t tell anyone you’ve suffered a head injury.”  
 
   I didn’t see how that could complicate my life any more than it already was since I had to work through everything minute by minute at this point. Besides, what other reason would I have for not knowing answers? But he was the first person since Ghost Man to offer advice without a sneer. I asked, “Why not?”
 
   He scratched his ear and took his time, as if thinking very hard or hesitant to share. At last he said, “If Dr. Maxwell thinks you’re damaged goods you’ll be withdrawn from here so fast you’ll get whiplash. Then you’ll end up in the detention center hospital. Those who go there experience mutatio.”  
 
   Hospital?  I thought I might have heard that term before but not enough to track. 
 
   I felt like I was being tested, but still asked, “What’s mutatio?”
 
   Smiling with regal superiority, Nicholas explained, “It’s Latin. Means change.”
 
   Before I could ask what exactly he meant, one of the doors not connected to Dr. Maxwell’s room opened and a female entered...no, I should call her a girl or teenager. That’s what the uniforms had called me and another female close to my age when I was at the police station. 
 
   This one looked a year or so younger than me. She came bouncing into the room. White wires ran from her ears to a tiny pink metal square on her hip. She wore an orange, green and purple dress with wide side pockets. The dress was draped over striped purple-and-white tights that disappeared into scuffed black boots with three-inch-thick heels. She’d twisted her yellow-and-lavender hair into eight or ten ponytails that stuck out in all directions. 
 
   Every ponytail was tied with a different color ribbon that moved with the rhythmic shake of her hips. 
 
   Nothing matched on her, including her eyes...one brown and one green. 
 
   Two different color eyes? 
 
   She paused, took one look at me with those unusual eyes, then her lips curled in a quirky half-moon curve full of curiosity. She removed a wire from one ear. Her gaze slid over to Nicholas who said, “Where’s your broom, Gabby? Wouldn’t want you caught with no transportation.”
 
   I couldn’t understand the connection, but read insult in her face just fine before she covered it with a wicked smile. 
 
   “Nick, you’re such a flirt. Careful or I might turn you into a horny toad,” she replied in a singsong voice, then snapped her fingers. “Oh, wait, someone already did.”  She laughed, a fluttery sound that danced through the room. 
 
   Nick gave her an indulgent smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes, seeming more amused than insulted. “What would we do without eye candy in this place? I salute whomever scours the country to decorate our halls with sweet things to entertain the male student body.” 
 
   I kept my face neutral, glad not to be the center of attention. Derision in his voice keyed a memory I couldn’t pin down beyond the distinct feeling of anger over being ridiculed for my differences at one time. I felt a fleeting camaraderie with this girl who smiled at him in spite of the demeaning insinuation beneath his words. 
 
   Gabby continued swinging her hips back and forth as if to some secret musical beat. “What you doing up here, Nick? Waiting for an optimum snitch opportunity?” 
 
   I tried to follow their conversation, but little made any sense. Nicholas enjoyed taunting this Gabby in a way that sounded harmless. I had my doubts. On the other hand, Gabby acted as if this was all just funny when I had the strangest sense that she kept her guard up the whole time. 
 
   But what did I know? Nothing. 
 
   Nicholas chuckled. “What brings you here, Gabby? You lose your crystal ball and get stuck having to navigate your way around humans?”
 
   Her laughter tinkled with a sly undertone. “Oh, to be a mere mortal.”  She pranced past Nicholas and out the last door that opened into a hallway. 
 
   “She’s schizo,” Nicholas muttered. “Stay clear of that one.”
 
   “What do you mean by schizo?” 
 
   “Crazy. Rumor is she hears voices.”  He spun a finger around his ear. 
 
   I talk to ghosts. No way I was going to admit that, but I did catch the warning note about Gabby in what Nicholas said. 
 
   Just then the door from Dr. Maxwell’s office opened again and another girl came into the room, as different from Gabby as the sun from the moon. This one wore her auburn hair straight and chin length, vibrant pink on her lips, and had a round face with such perfect features I peered close to see if she was real. Where Gabby had been a lightning display this girl was regal with her ice-blue eyes and russet-red dress that stopped at the middle of her thighs and a white jacket with the sleeves shoved up.  
 
   She held a fistful of papers and a thick, dull-green book against her chest, and cast a surprised glance at me. “I’m Hannah. You must be Rayen.”
 
   When I gave my usual nod, she said, “I’ve been asked to show you around the school and take you to class.” 
 
   “Class?”
 
   Her eyes rolled with impatience before she said, “You’ve been assigned to Mr. Suarez’s computer science class in room 217.”  
 
   “Oh.”  A learning program. But with a person instructing? 
 
   “Follow me.”  She issued that directive as though ordering people around came naturally to her. 
 
   Nicholas spoke up and this time his voice had a smooth texture. “How’s it going, Hannah banana?”
 
   I studied Nicholas to figure out what had caused him to change from speaking in a somewhat superior way to one of light-hearted teasing. 
 
   Hannah even sounded different when she addressed him in a soft tone. “Fi-ine. And you, Nick?”
 
   “Never better.”  
 
   There were undercurrents here, but it was one more thing I couldn’t figure out.
 
   I stood. Why am I being sent to a class? I just want to find out who I am. Where I came from. My family. The last being the most important. 
 
   As I started to move, Nicholas whispered behind me, “Remember, sweetheart. Tell no one.”
 
   Lifting my hand to acknowledge I’d remembered his warning about my head injury, I murmured, “Thanks.”  And I was thankful that he’d cautioned me before I made the mistake of adding to my problems. 
 
   The hospital sounded like a place to avoid no matter what. 
 
   Nicholas raised his voice just above a whisper, but I knew he spoke to me. “Any time. You need anything, you let me know.”
 
   The only thing I needed was to fill the gaping hole in my memory and I doubted he could do that. I followed Hannah out into a hallway, but something Gabby had said nudged me to ask Hannah, “Do you know what snitch means?”
 
   She gave me a strange look as though I’d asked her how many noses I had on my face. When she realized I was serious, she huffed out a noisy breath, answering as if she recited a definition. “A snitch is someone who takes you into their confidence and acts like a close friend, then shares that information with an adversary or enemy, quite often in trade for something they want. Got it?”
 
   “Yeah.” Another name for a traitor. I had one more question. “What do you know about Nicholas?”
 
   Her smile tilted with a sly angle. “He’s at the top of his class in computer science. He’s very popular with all the girls. And...” She swept a long look at me. “And he’s off limits to you, but you should be polite to him.”
 
   “Why?” I ignored why he had limits and focused on her last words. “Are people mean to him?”
 
   “Are you serious? No. He’s their only child.”
 
   “Whose only child?”
 
   “The Browns. They adopted him.”
 
   My stomach dropped. I’d just spoken openly with Nicholas Brown, someone who could easily tell his parents that I was damaged goods. 
 
   Mrs. Brown had been my only advocate so far, but what would happen when she found out I was not suitable for this place?
 
   I might not have wanted to be here to begin with, but I certainly didn’t want to go to that hospital and end up mutatio.
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER 4
 
    
 
   I had Hannah to thank for my full stomach, even if she had seemed put out to sit with me in the dining hall, as if my presence detracted from her. While I ate something with no flavor, she’d scanned her nails, the ceiling, the other kids. Did everything to ignore me. Which was fine with me. Food helped revive me some, but now I had a new challenge to face. 
 
   More people to meet. Me, the strange one. I felt like I stood out even wearing their clothes. 
 
   We’d run into students during lunch, but Hannah had spared me more questions by keeping the conversations turned to her, as though she knew I didn’t want to answer questions. 
 
   Didn’t being a better option than couldn’t. But I doubted it was actually in Hannah’s nature to do anything kind for someone she deemed unworthy. And she’d clearly passed that judgment on me.
 
   I matched her pace as she moved down the sterile walkways in the building. Everything smelled well-scrubbed, but confining. She still carried the papers and the book with the hard green cover. It had to be two inches thick. I wanted to hold that book and touch the papers, but I wouldn’t ask.
 
   Every time I said more than yes or no, people looked at me as though I lacked brains. Same as Hannah’s perpetual expression when she addressed me. 
 
   My internal defenses continued to bellow for me to escape. 
 
   Not going to happen this time until I knew how to leave without getting zapped by an electric charge. 
 
   Or knew where I was going. 
 
   She walked me up to a sliding metal door she opened by pushing a button as she explained, “Computer Science is on level two. This is the closest elevator to the administrative offices. You’ll find another one at the south end of the building.”
 
   When she stepped inside the small room that would hold maybe ten people pressed together, I took my place next to her, holding my breath. The elevator, as she called it, moved slowly upwards. 
 
   Another new sensation. Not dangerous, but uncomfortable. 
 
   Exiting the elevator, Hannah pointed out areas of the school, explaining things in a bored voice. 
 
   A tone dinged three times overhead from some hidden source. 
 
   She waved a hand at rooms we passed that were full of kids. “That’s the final bell to be in class on time, but it takes a moment for the instructor to get things rolling so we’re fine.” 
 
   She pointed out plaques on the wall touting someone’s accomplishments and droned on about what had inspired the creation of the school, but my mind drifted. 
 
   I cut my gaze left, then right, taking in each classroom as we passed open doors. Heads turned my way, curious expressions, but not a flicker of recognition on my part or theirs. I’d never been here before or surely someone would have recognized me by now. 
 
   What would my fingerprints reveal? And couldn’t those be altered? Why not search their records for my face or retina scan, which couldn’t be altered so easily?  
 
   I stopped midstride. How did I know fingerprints could be changed...or about retina identity scans? No one had mentioned that. Should I? 
 
   Only if I wanted to be treated like a moron again.
 
   Hannah had been in the middle of describing something about the school. Her monotonous voice faded as she kept walking then paused, looked around and spoke in a snippy tone. “Rayen.”  
 
   “Sorry.”  I caught up to her.
 
   She drew a deep breath, expelling the air slowly with a brief shake of her head then continued on whatever she’d been talking about.  “As I was saying, the Browns are richer than God. They bought this place four years ago for the Institute. If you make it through here, you’re pretty much guaranteed a spot in a top college. You’re fortunate the Browns aren’t just loaded, but nice people to be so generous.”
 
   I zeroed in on the one word that didn’t track for me. “Nice? Then why’d they give me this leg bracelet?”
 
   She glanced at my ankle where the metal cuff barely showed below the bottom of my jeans, then met my gaze with her dismissive one. “It’s a security measure that Dr. Maxwell requires...for some students. Just until the staff is sure the student is ready to stay here.”
 
   Meaning, Dr. Maxwell expected a certain number of students to try to escape. If this place was so good, and the Browns were such nice people, why would anyone want to run away? More questions without answers. I didn’t ask Hannah since I hadn’t heard one note of understanding in her voice. 
 
   Not for someone like me who didn’t fit in with her kind. 
 
   Stopping in front of the last open door in the hallway, Hannah rapped on the doorframe with her knuckles. She broke out a bright smile for someone inside and said, “I have the new student the office sent you the text about.”
 
   Text? I didn’t ask.  
 
   Hannah backed up, clearing the way for a thin man to step out into the hallway. He wore a white shirt with half sleeves and pants the color of the desert. Strange clothes to me, but from the way everyone had reacted to my simple buckskin sack dress, as one person called what I’d been wearing in the desert, I was the strange one here.  I wished they’d given me back my boots, which were more comfortable than the shoes I now wore. Sneakers.
 
   Did that mean they made it easy to sneak around? If so, that might be useful.  
 
    Altering her voice to a superior one that reminded me of Nicholas, Hannah addressed the skinny man. “This is Rayen. No last name.”  She turned to me, stabbing me with a serious gaze. “This is Mr. Suarez, your beginning computer science instructor. The Institute will give you additional classes once they know your academic level and if you’ll be staying.” Her look said that wasn’t likely and she didn’t care anyway. She handed several sheets of paper to Mr. Suarez then edged a step closer to me and thrust the book she’d been carrying at me. 
 
   I held it carefully, my fingers moving with respect and awe over the texture of the cover. 
 
   She tapped the hard cover. “You probably won’t get time to read much by the end of the day, if you can read, but this book will help you familiarize yourself with the school guidelines and programs offered. If you stay around, finish it this week. Oh, I almost forgot. You’re to be at Dr. Maxwell’s office at five o’clock today to meet with them again.” 
 
   The way she kept emphasizing if was starting to wear on me. 
 
   She tossed her head and turned away, prancing toward the classroom.
 
   I asked, “Why?”
 
   Hannah jerked around as though spooked, then recovered to snap, “Why what?”
 
   “Why do I meet them at five o’clock?”
 
   “To speak with the. . .” She glanced at Mr. Suarez and said, “Need a minute.”  When he nodded, she closed the distance between us and spoke in a low, tight voice. “Look, I agreed to bring you, but I didn’t take you on as an understudy. Did you forget you got picked up by the cops this morning?”
 
   “No.”  Cops must be another term for police, but how did she know they’d captured me?
 
   “Then I’ll make this simple. From what I heard, the detectives investigating the Piedra Lisa Park robberies are coming by to speak with Dr. Maxwell. You wouldn’t know anything about that now would you?”
 
   I ignored her sarcastic tone. “No.” At least, I hoped not. 
 
   “Better hope not, because if they find anything tying you to the crime spree that’s been going on, they’ll take you with them.”  A smug glow lit her eyes. “Just be sure to be in Dr. Maxwell’s office at five sharp or losing permanent placement here will be the least of your worries. You’ll be sent...somewhere else.”  
 
   She gave me another dismissive glare then walked calmly into the classroom.
 
   Permanent placement? I didn’t want to stay here. But neither did I want to be shunted off to someplace worse.
 
   Why had I left my home? 
 
   Did I have a home? My gut said yes. 
 
   “Let’s go, Rayen,” Mr. Suarez said with a cool politeness, lifting his chin toward the classroom. His voice was less hostile than Dr. Maxwell’s and not nearly as superior sounding as Nicholas’s had been. 
 
    I mentally marked Mr. Suarez as not a threat. Besides, like everything else today, I had no choice but to comply.
 
   I hated having no say over my life. 
 
   A low murmur clouded the room until I walked in and everyone stopped talking to look. At me. I’d faced a sentient beast out in the desert. This shouldn’t be worse, but my stomach kinked at moving deeper into the room. Fifteen pairs of eyes took stock and judged me on the spot. 
 
   Not a friendly face among them. 
 
   Actually there were sixteen counting Hannah, but she ignored me. She’d taken her seat on the right side of the room and had her chin down, focused on setting up a slim rectangular unit on her desk. It was similar to the one with the apple-shaped emblem that Dr. Maxwell had used. 
 
   Based on the wide eyes and snorts of barely suppressed laughter, especially from the girls in the room, the general consensus was that I didn’t belong. 
 
   I couldn’t agree more. 
 
   “This is Rayen,” Mr. Suarez informed the room, then he told me, “Take one of the two seats in the back on the left, but don’t turn on the monitor.”   
 
   I passed small metal tables with light colored wood surfaces that each held two keyboards and two flat panels...I dug around in my mind and the word “screen” floated up then “monitor.” Each table had room for two students. 
 
   Monitors and keyboards.
 
   Finally, something clicked. I knew what a monitor was, and a keyboard. 
 
   Maybe coming in here would rattle my memory.  
 
   Most of the kids seemed to be my age. As I walked toward the last desk on the left, one of the guys I passed studied me with blatant interest, then softly said, “Hel-looo, baby.”  
 
   I might not grasp every meaning, but I did understand that wolfish look, especially when the girl next to him hissed something angry under her breath. He just kept smiling at me. I might not belong here and had no idea who I was, but I knew when a boy was interested, and recognized female jealousy. 
 
   Some things were universal. But she wasted her energy. I had no interest in him or his leer. 
 
   I kept my eyes on the back corner. All I had to do was stay out of trouble and make it to the meeting in Dr. Maxwell’s office at five o’clock. 
 
   Mr. Suarez stepped behind his desk. He muttered something about finishing rollcall as he glanced up and down, eyes searching out each student after saying a name. 
 
   I settled into my chair, glad not to be in the front on display any longer. 
 
   The teacher scanned the room again. “Where’s Tony?”
 
   When no one answered, Mr. Suarez scribbled on a paper pad, then turned and wrote words on a white wall behind him that read:
 
   Deadline for the Top Ten Competition: May 15, 2013.
 
   Wait, I understood that. The words at least, but not what they meant.
 
   The instructor set down his pad. “Deadline for this year’s competition. That’s two weeks from today, folks.”  
 
   I toyed with the date in my mind, but 2013 triggered no concrete memories. Surely something significant had happened this year in my life. 
 
   The more I studied the date it did feel familiar, and pressing. Significant. Why?
 
   I was starting to hate that three-letter word. 
 
    Every time I tried to concentrate hard on anything, an ache bit into my forehead with sharp teeth. I rubbed my temple then dropped my hand. My fingers touched the green book. 
 
   As Mr. Suarez started talking about the project, I propped the book on my desktop and opened it, reading the first page of introduction. Hannah was right about how long it’d take to get through this thing, but I couldn’t get past how special holding a book felt. 
 
   Mr. Suarez paused. 
 
   The silence drew my attention. 
 
   He looked right at me when he spoke. “For those of you who are new, the Top Ten Computer Project’s a special event the Browns created where our best ten students in computer science will have a chance to compete for a full scholarship to any of the top ten universities in this country. You’ll each be assigned a partner for the first phase.”  
 
   Excitement flittered through the room, but I couldn’t have been less interested. I was locked on my book, blocking out Mr. Suarez’s voice so I could read as much as possible in what time I had. I started scanning the pages fast, really fast. Then I felt heat, or energy, swirl in my chest. The same type of feeling I’d had earlier when I listened to the Browns and Dr. Maxwell talk behind the partially closed door. 
 
   I clutched the book tighter and the energy rolled down my arms until my fingers tingled.
 
   Pages fluttered past as if I fanned the pages, but I only held the book.
 
   I caught every word, comprehended every sentence.
 
   In less than a minute, I’d finished the book. And slammed it shut, earning a hard stare from a girl at the next table over. Her gaze ended with a frown that said, “freak.”  
 
   Pushing the book away, I looked at my trembling hands.
 
   Was that normal? 
 
   Was I normal? 
 
   “Miss Landers and Miss Pearson make up the next team,” Mr. Suarez said, calling out names to match up partners for the project.
 
   I took a couple of breaths to settle myself and did a quick head count again, relieved at the uneven number of students. No one to match me up with? 
 
   That suited me just fine. I’d only end up proving how clueless I was about everything in this room and in this school, except for the monitor and keyboard in front of me. I might not know how these units worked, but I was sure I’d seen something like them before.   
 
   “Whoa, I know you’re not startin’ my favorite class widdout me, Mr. S,” someone announced as he entered the room. A husky-built guy with chopped-off black hair and an olive tint to his skin. 
 
   He looked about my age but had an attitude years older. His dark-brown, calculating eyes searched out each of the other five girls in the classroom, and gifted them with a wink and a cocky grin. 
 
   I noted that all the girls returned his attention with varying degrees of smiles. 
 
   Even Hannah, whose lips quirked when she tossed a brief glance his way. 
 
   Mr. Suarez paused to frown. “You’re late, Tony. I told you the first day of school I don’t tolerate tardiness from anyone.”
 
   “My apologies, Mr. S. A young lady needed my personal assistance.”  His hands moved constantly, as expressive as his I’m-the-man tone. Here, there, touching a silver medallion at his neck, punctuating his words in the air. “Being a gentleman and all yourself, I know you wouldn’ta wanted me leavin’ the young lady on her own.”  
 
   “What kind of assistance?” the instructor asked, wary-eyed. 
 
   This Tony guy beamed a sneaky-cat grin I didn’t buy any more than I bought the grandiose performance. 
 
   And what was this guy’s strange accent?
 
   Tony opened his hands in a what-else gesture. “New kid from Jersey and Italian, like me. Got lost her first day. I delivered her safe and sound to the front office. But I didn’t waste no time humpin’ it here. Like I said, sorry I was late, Mr. S, but I’m ready for the Top Ten Project. Seein’s how my last name starts with an S, I’m thinkin’ I’m paired up with the delicious Miss Georgiana Sanderson, right?” 
 
   A look came over Mr. Suarez’s face that knocked the foundation out from under Tony’s grin. “Miss Sanderson has been paired up. In fact, everyone has a partner. In light of your charitable nature to help new students–”
 
   No. No way. Don’t do it. I sat up straighter. 
 
   “–you’ll be teamed up with our newest student. Rayen.”  Mr. Suarez pointed in my direction. “Take your seat, Tony.” 
 
   Tony’s eyes finally lit on me. All his smug attitude slid away leaving disbelief. He stepped over to the teacher and lowered his voice, but my sharp hearing caught every word he said. 
 
   “You kiddin’, Mr. S, right? You know how bitchin’ I am on computers. I need someone who can hang with me, not...” Tony cut a sharp glance at me then his face smoothed, all charm by the time he faced Mr. Suarez again. “Not somebody just off the reservation.”  
 
   One of Mr. Suarez’s eyebrows arched at a sharp angle. “If this was so important you should’ve been punctual and I’m going to pretend I didn’t hear that last comment. Rayen is your Top Ten partner until I say differently. Take your seat.”
 
   “But–”
 
   “Now, or you’re out of the competition altogether.”
 
   That had Tony snapping to attention.
 
   I’d grabbed the seat closest to the corner from which I now watched as Tony swaggered down the center of the room, scowling. As he drew closer, I could see part of an image in black ink that crawled up his neck, peeking out from beneath the collar of his shirt. The design was a creature with sharp pinchers.
 
   Some memory niggled at me. Neck markings meant something, but what? 
 
   When Tony reached my table, he dropped into the chair and crossed his arms. 
 
   The minute Mr. Suarez turned to the white board again, Tony leaned over, a nasty smile on his face when he whispered, “Find a way to disappear or I’ll do it for you, sweet cheeks.” 
 
    
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER 5
 
    
 
   “Unfreakinbelievable!”  
 
   I ignored Tony’s latest outburst since we’d left Mr. Suarez’s classroom and concentrated on searching the equipment room for a computer we’d been instructed to rebuild.  
 
   I couldn’t stop thinking about how I’d read that green book in seconds, yet I now stood here staring in confusion at tables filled with equipment that had monitors. 
 
   Wish I could get through this assignment as easily as I fanned through that book. 
 
   Much of the terminology in the classroom hadn’t clicked for me. When Suarez had explained the principles of what he expected to see built from outdated equipment in storage, I’d rolled my eyes. The jumbled words still spun through my mind, some pinging a trickle of memory but others sliding past. 
 
   I hadn’t minded that Tony dragged his feet to leave the classroom since it meant everyone else had already been here, chosen the parts they wanted, and left. Now it was only the two of us. Not ideal, but easier to escape one than a roomful.
 
   This Top Ten Project had something to do with taking an old computer and rebuilding it into an AI or Artificial Intelligence unit.  I did understand those terms, had heard of a computer and an AI somewhere, but I knew as much about turning a computer into an AI as I did about flying to Mars. 
 
   At least, I didn’t think I could build an AI unit or fly to any of the other planets in the solar system. Though I did know the planets, and knowledge of space travel tapped at the edge of my mind.  
 
   Not that I expected anyone to keep me in this program, but until I met with Dr. Maxwell at five o’clock I might as well pick my way through this clutter to see if I could find something to use. The green book had made multiple references to accessing information on the computer, so apparently computers were used to store a lot of documentation and records. 
 
   If one of these worked, I wanted to see if I could use it to find out something about myself. 
 
   Tony shoved a monitor dusty with age out of his way, grumbling, “I should be with four-point-oh Sanderson, not some mute who doesn’t even understand English.” 
 
   I swallowed my smile. Tony would think I was unable to speak since I’d refused to answer any of his obnoxious questions like what tribe had I come from. How many scalps I’d traded to get into this place? Did I have a clue how lucky I was that they let the terminally clueless into the Institute? 
 
   Did I even know where Jersey was? 
 
   No. 
 
   I’d shrugged in answer that time, amused when Tony went off on a rant over how he wished he were back in Jersey if this was as good as it got here. 
 
   He pitched a thing he’d called a mouse into a box of miscellaneous parts and turned on me. “You’re not screwing up my chance at MIT.”
 
   That term again. MIT what? 
 
   Crossing my arms, I faced him, more curious than anything to see what this blowhard would do next. He might have two inches on me since I was maybe five and a half feet tall, but he was the one terminally clueless if he thought his loud mouth intimidated me. 
 
   Just then the door over in the corner opened and a girl backed into the room, humming a strange, but interesting, tune as she dragged a cart with cleaning products, a broom and dust mop. 
 
   But there was no mistaking all that bizarre color. Gabby.
 
   Still humming, she turned around and jerked back when she saw us, dropping her can of drink that rolled across the room, sloshing brown liquid everywhere.  
 
   Tony jumped sideways. “What the ‘ell? Watch whatcha doin’.”
 
   I gave him a dark look of warning. The poor girl had been startled. Just an accident. 
 
   “My bad,” she said, sounding amused until she let out a weary sigh and grabbed a towel from her cart. She dropped to all fours to wipe up the mess.  
 
   “What’re you doin’ here anyhow, sweet cheeks?” Tony asked in his Mr. Nice Guy voice–Were all girls “sweet cheeks” to this guy?–but he looked around warily as if keeping an eye out for Mr. Suarez. 
 
   Gabby drew an exaggerated breath, eyes staring up in serious thought when she answered, “Getting ready for the prom, but I’m still waiting for my white mice and glass slippers to arrive. Until they do, I’m relegated to two hours of cleaning up. An unfair penalty for telling the truth.”  
 
   Mice and glass slippers? 
 
   Tony rolled his eyes, dismissing her with a shake of his head, muttering, “Good practice. World needs more hamburger flippers.” 
 
   “Your ridiculous opinion has been duly noted.”  She smiled sweetly at him with eyes twinkling as if she knew her reaction bothered him. 
 
   He turned his back on her and mumbled, “First Sacagawea. Now Cindereller.”
 
   Sacaga-who?
 
   Shrugging at his back, Gabby bumped her shoulder into the mop hooked on her cart, knocking the stick loose. She had quick reflexes, grabbing the mop handle before it whacked Tony in the head. But when she slapped her other hand down for balance, it landed on my foot and her finger grazed the skin of my bare ankle just as I thought, If I’m Sacagawea and she’s Cindereller, that must make Tony the Jersey Jerk. 
 
   “Jersey Jerk. That’s too funn–”  Gabby sucked in a breath and shoved up on her knees, snatching her hand off my foot. For a few seconds she sat there, staring ahead, frozen. Silent. 
 
   Tony kept muttering to himself, so apparently he hadn’t heard her, but I’d caught what she’d said. 
 
   Had she heard my thoughts? 
 
   I’d had weirder things than that happen today already, so I kept my face blank and acted as if I hadn’t heard her. I returned to moving computer parts around on the table. 
 
   That must have worked to convince her I’d heard nothing, because her shoulders slumped, as if in relief. She continued cleaning up the spilled liquid.
 
   The door still stood propped open with her cart half in and half out. 
 
   Temptation hit me square in the chest. All at once, I wanted to leave, even just far enough to find a place to sit and think. Anything would be better than being stuck as Tony’s shadow for the rest of the day, as Mr. Suarez had instructed me to do. I didn’t want to build a computer or go to another class. I wanted to go home, wherever that was. 
 
   With Tony distracted removing the cover off one computer, I slipped out the door. Two steps into the hallway I smelled something rank, and familiar. 
 
   The beast. I swung around, looking everywhere until I spied a black bird, a raven maybe, perched on the top edge of an open door at the end of the hallway. 
 
   So it could morph into a winged creature. But why hadn’t the thing done that out in the desert? 
 
   Instead of questioning my good fortune that I’d escaped it once, I backed up, slowly. I stepped into the room again, tugging Gabby’s cart all the way inside and closing the door. Sweat dampened my palms. 
 
   Tony turned around, scowling at me, but an undercurrent of worry he hadn’t managed to hide tinged his words. Something was bothering him. “Suarez finds you here doin’ nothin’ he’s hangin’ it on me. You gonna help or not?”  
 
   With that beast outside, waiting, I needed to figure out a plan. A way to escape. One that wouldn’t get these two hurt. The thing might look like a simple bird right now, but no telling what it could become in the next minute.
 
   I stepped over to the last worktable where...what were those? Laptops. That’s what Tony had called the thin units that opened like a book. A mix of styles and colors sat open in rows, facing forward like good little soldiers. I started fumbling with the closest one. 
 
   Appeased, Tony returned to tinkering with a computer on his side of the room. 
 
   Nothing happened to the one I’d chosen, no flickering lights when I hit a couple of buttons, so I stared at the worktable as if one of the devices would choose me. I had a hard time believing what had been left here would work at all if the cracked faces and beat up exteriors were any indication of functionality. But if I managed to get one of these turned on, maybe I could send a message for help. 
 
   I paused. How’d I know these things could do that? Searching my thoughts ended in a blank again. I felt eyes on me and glanced over at Gabby who still sat on the floor with a curious squint in her gaze, though she said nothing.
 
   She shot Tony a weighted look then made some decision and stood up next to me. “The universe can be a strange and wonderful place...”  She paused, glancing over at Tony for a moment before adding, “If not for those who should have remained a glint in their parents’ eyes. Don’t you agree?”
 
   Nicholas’s warning about Gabby came back to me, but this girl didn’t seem dangerous. Just unusual, different from the others, but so was I in their eyes. 
 
   And other than Nicholas, she’d been the only friendly one around my age so far. But Nicholas might be snitching on me at this very minute.
 
   Gabby didn’t wait on my answer, moving ahead to say, “We didn’t get a chance to meet earlier. I’m Gabby.” 
 
   I started to offer my hand to her–some strange reflex that felt like what I should do to greet someone–but I left my arms hanging at my side, wary of touching anyone.
 
   On the other hand, she didn’t reach out either.
 
   Where had I gotten that stupid idea anyhow? 
 
   Tony turned halfway, took one look at the taunting smile Gabby sent him and shook his head in disgust before giving us his back.
 
   I got it. She wanted to poke at Tony by being friendly with me. 
 
   “I’m Rayen.” I was glad to offer her something in return, even if it was only my name. All I had for now.
 
   Tony paused when I mentioned my name, shook his head and muttered something about low placement standards.
 
   Gabby studied me with her odd, mismatched eyes. “I presume you’re one of the chosen few offered a spot on the Top Ten Project.”
 
   How could I answer that? I was none of those things, but I was here for the stupid project. Had it not been offered to others, like Gabby? I lifted my shoulders and let them drop. 
 
   “Ah, the rare humble academic. Found a suitable computer yet?”
 
   I shook my head.
 
   Tony kept his back to us when he said, “Fat chance of Sacagawea pickin’ a decent computer.”  He sent a pompous smile over his shoulder and told Gabby, “Why don’t you call up your fairy godmother, sweet cheeks? See if a magic wand can help her.”
 
   When he returned to whatever held his attention, Gabby’s lips curved up. She touched her finger to her lips, looking as though a devious idea fueled her thoughts before she whispered to me, “Put your hand out and see which computer calls to you.”
 
   I lifted an eyebrow. Was that really how it was done?
 
   She released one of her bubbling laughs that bordered on scary then lifted her shoulders in a what-can-it-hurt motion. 
 
   I sighed and turned back to the table. I had no reason to treat her with caution or condescension the way Nicholas had, because she seemed nice and harmless. I put my hand out and waved it over the top of each laptop. 
 
   “Ah, for love of Einstein, are you two for real?” Tony complained, crossing the room, a scowl on his face. “What are you doin’?”
 
   Gabby rounded on him with an expression of excitement. “Perhaps she’ll prove that you techno-ites are not all full of dull stuffing,” she taunted. “Rayen is using her sensory skills to select the perfect computer, which requires the unique ability of energy touch. Please don’t try it or you might hurt yourself and I wouldn’t be able to help you. My magic wand only works if you possess a heart.” 
 
   I smiled, playing along with her teasing while I searched for a computer that showed some promise, anything to get Tony off my back. I mean, what could it hurt to go along with her? It wasn’t like I knew what I was doing anyhow. 
 
   Tony smacked a hand on his forehead. “Oh, no, don’t tell me you’re one of those woo-woo students from the east wing.” 
 
   Gabby struck a pose with one shoulder cocked up and her chin held high. “Careful or I’ll call my flying monkeys.” 
 
   “For the love of...” Tony mumbled, pulling out a small handheld device he started thumbing. “Say your name’s Gabby, huh?”
 
   I’d seen those handheld units used earlier. Communication devices. A phone. Tony could call someone and–  
 
   I moved to reach for him, but my extended hand yanked toward a laptop, jerking me forward with the motion. 
 
   My fingers gripped a scuffed-up machine in the second row that had a scratched black case. Weird. I caught Gabby’s startled look, but she said nothing so I wasn’t going to acknowledge it. I lifted the computer and made room for it on the front of the worktable. 
 
   Oblivious to us, Tony waved his phone, chuckling. “Oh, yeah, this explains everything. Gabrielle Lin.” He glanced up, his flinty gaze more calculating than friendly this time. “You don’t look Chinese.”
 
   “Oh, dear, really? Because you certainly appear to be the spitting image of an A-hole.”  
 
   “Ah...major screw up.”  Tony focused again on his phone screen. “Says here you’re sixteen.” He eyed her up and down as if doubting her age then went back to reading. “Psychological profile...delusions, antisocial personality syndrome, alien...they got that right. What planet you from, babe?”  
 
   Right then and there I decided that if I ended up staying here I’d figure out how to build a computer from scratch on my own before I asked Tony for anything. 
 
   Prancing around happily, Gabby ignored Tony and snagged the wire attached to the laptop that had responded to my hand. Had pulled me to it. I hadn’t even felt heat inside me this time. Did that happen with others...or just me?
 
   She stuck the metal prongs at the end of the wire into the wall. Must be the power source.
 
   I tried to concentrate on what was happening with the laptop, but my mind still worked on what to do with that threat outside our room. What was that bird-beast doing? 
 
   I once again considered using Tony’s phone to call in help, but who would we call? Teachers? Dr. Maxwell? I’d been warned not to cause any trouble. Besides, I knew better than to try convincing the Jersey Jerk that a rabid, shape-shifting, predatory threat was loose in the hallway. Tony wanted a reason to get rid of me and that beast might morph into something else by the time someone got here. 
 
   Best case, I’d end up looking like a bigger idiot or a troublemaker. 
 
   Worst case, the bird could kill whoever showed up and us. But the bird-thing had seemed interested only in me so I just needed to keep my head down until five o’clock when I hopefully got some answers.
 
   I realized Gabby was waiting for me to do something. When I didn’t, she finally pressed the button near the top of the keyboard. 
 
   The computer whirred to life.
 
   Still tapping keys on his phone, Tony paid no attention to us. “Ah, now we gettin’ to the good stuff. Kicked outta the last two schools for disciplinary reasons, but...this can’t be right. No way Cindereller tested that high.”  Tony frowned. More thumb typing.
 
   The laptop in front of me buzzed with energy. I punched a couple of keys, surprised to find that my fingers knew how to form words as quickly as I thought them. 
 
   Standing at my right shoulder, Gabby hummed something quietly to herself until an image of circles appeared on the screen. She brightened at that and said, “Ah, you’ve found the entrance, but do you know the password?”
 
   I shook my head.
 
   She cocked her head, ponytails flopping to one side, laughing silently. “I like to keep my finger on life’s Escape key. Try hitting that, Jedi.”
 
   I knew that key, but couldn’t very well say so after I hadn’t hit it. I pressed ESC. 
 
   Nothing happened. The three circles of banded colors that mixed with copper, gold and silver, kept spinning and turning, passing over and around each other. 
 
   Gabby gave the computer a confused look and leaned closer, mumbling, “Wonder what’s wrong?”
 
   Tony appeared on the other side of me. “Nothin’ other than two morons do not a computer tech make.”
 
   Ignoring the loudmouth, I kept manipulating keys in hopes of clearing the screen, but nothing would let me past those circles.
 
   Gabby angled herself forward, talking across me to address Tony on the other side. “Perhaps there’s a better way for a computer savvy one such as yourself to garner the attention of the Browns. Such as letting Mr. Suarez know how gifted you are in hacking confidential records.”  
 
   Tony dropped his voice low. “You threatenin’ me, sweet cheeks?”
 
   “Threat is such an unattractive word. Think of it as inspired relationship building,” Gabby said, not the least bit intimidated by Tony.
 
   “Who they gonna believe?” He scoffed. “Me or some psycho babe with zero computer ability?” 
 
   “And here I thought you found all my records, placing you in the caliber of a true mastermind as opposed to petty thief.”  
 
   “Yeah, I found them, but records can be doctored. Not that you didn’t show an impressive level of skill pluggin’ in that power cord. Now you two are pickin’ out a computer like itsa Ouija board. Can’t wait to see what’s next.”  
 
   I lifted my hands to hold up between those two, or I tried to, but something tugged my fingers back to the computer. 
 
   Then I caught a swooshing noise outside in the hallway.
 
   So intent on arguing, Tony and Gabby missed the flying dark shadow flashing past the glass window. 
 
   I glanced over in time to see black wings flapping. What would that thing morph into next? And would it stay outside this room? Even if it only wanted me, would it harm Gabby or Tony if they got in the way? 
 
   I had to get out of here and draw the beast-bird away, then figure out how to not get caught again. Something told me I’d only been lucky last time, but I couldn’t stay here and be the reason these two got hurt. 
 
   Gabby waved a hand, dismissing Tony, and sounding bored with their verbal game. “Some people have the gift of touch, an unfortunate shortcoming in those who don’t.”
 
   Tony waggled his fingers and eyebrows, smiling. “I got plenty of touch, babe. My fingers can make that laptop sing.”
 
   Gabby glanced at my hands with a knowing look and murmured, “Don’t think you’ve got her touch.”
 
   “Ya think? She can’t even get the screen to open.”
 
   I tried to lift my hands again, but my fingers were heavy as weighted metal and drawn to the keys as if they were pure magnets. This wasn’t helping my immediate goal of escaping this room. More than that, I didn’t think this was normal. 
 
   Gabby looked up at me, her face calm and sincere. “Just ignore Tony and open your senses to–”
 
   Tony hooted as if he hadn’t heard anything so ridiculous in years. 
 
   In a surprising change from her earlier teasing, Gabby growled and grabbed my right wrist as if forgetting her wariness about touching. She snatched my hand off the keyboard and shoved it palm out toward the monitor, speaking past me at Tony the whole time as if he was the clueless one. “Everything has energy. You just have to–”
 
   My arm sucked into the screen. 
 
   Gabby shrieked and gripped my wrist tighter, trying to hold me back. 
 
   I tried to back away, too, but whatever had latched onto me wasn’t turning loose. 
 
   The raven slammed against the glass window, beating its wings to get into the room. Tony and Gabby were both shouting so loudly, I doubted anyone heard the thing but me.
 
   Tony repeated, “What the f–”  He clamped his hand on my left arm, yanking to pull me back.
 
   He was strong. I hoped he’d win the tug o’ war, but my hand kept sinking further into the monitor...then my arm started shimmering.
 
   In the next instant, I was sucked all the way inside, my body twisting into a kaleidoscope of colors. Heat ripped through me from my arms to my chest then through my legs. 
 
   Gabby blurred into a colorful stretched shape beside me. Tony’s grip tightened on my arm as we all spun into a bright orange-red vortex.  
 
    
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER 6
 
    
 
   I slammed up and down, over and around, freefalling in a vacuum of cold air. Someone screamed. Gabby? Her foot kicked my arm, grazing me then gone.   
 
   Another shout. Tony?
 
   No time to think.
 
   Slam.
 
   For the third time in less than a day, I crashed into a hard, unyielding surface. This time a knee jammed my spine. An elbow gouged my stomach. 
 
   “Get your effin’ foot off my ribs,” Tony growled from somewhere nearby. 
 
   Everything was black. I couldn’t see.
 
   I squeezed my eyes tight then cracked them open. I sucked air. My eyes adjusted slowly. Feeble light and barely visible shapes came into focus.
 
   Another room. This one metal. Round walls. Blinking red-orange light.
 
   Where was I now? 
 
   Not any more familiar to me than the desert or school had been. I pulled into a sitting position. No bones broken but bruises on top of bruises. How much could a body take? When my vision adjusted further, I realized I could make out details. An eerie red glow washed across everything. I licked my lips, mouth dry as a dust bowl. 
 
   Gabby groaned. 
 
   “You two okay?” My words echoed in the cramped space.
 
   I could see enough to notice Gabby cocked her head one way then the other, sending ribbons and hair flying. “I’ll live.”  
 
   Twisting, I found Tony, head in his hands. He drew his knees to his chest then lifted his head and grasped the metal disk hanging from a chain around his neck. A talisman? 
 
   I nudged him with my elbow. “You alive?” 
 
   His head popped up. “Yeah, I’m alive.” In a quiet voice, he added, “What the freak just happened?”  
 
   “Don’t know.” My standard answer for the day and doing nothing to ease my sense of dread. I rolled to my feet, biting back a groan. Complaining wouldn’t help anything.
 
   I fisted my hands to stop the trembling. Were these things really happening or was this some bizarre dream? Nightmare more like it. Tony and Gabby were real though, so this must be. At least I wasn’t the only one confused this time. 
 
   But that didn’t offer any comfort. 
 
   This space reminded me of a large, round version of the elevator but three times the size. Wouldn’t this thing have a door or hatch? Maybe a reverse button to take us back? One I’d jab in a heartbeat.
 
   I stumbled toward an arch of smooth metal with purple light seeping around the edges. Possible entry and exit point? With my hands splayed open, I connected with the cool surface and felt for a button, control, anything, but stopped when the wall hummed under my fingers. 
 
   Buzzing metal, a vibration. I wish that was a good sign, but the noise and vibration climbed up my spine like claws. 
 
   Gabby asked, “Smell that?” 
 
   I hadn’t until now and caught a whiff of a scent that immediately put me on alert for the sentient beast. 
 
   But this was a different smell. Sulfuric.
 
   Even so, some deep, primitive sense of survival warned me that we had to get out of here. Now. 
 
   “Rayen?” Gabby’s earlier happy voice was gone, replaced by a low guarded tone that transmitted equal concern. “I can’t explain it, but I feel this is a bad place to be.”  
 
   “Agreed. But how do we get out of this thing?” I ran my hands over the arched door again, searching for a release mechanism. 
 
   Tony called over, “Wait a minute. Why try to get out of here when we might need to be here to go back?” 
 
   I glanced over my shoulder, keeping an eye on both of them while I kept touching the metal, hoping to find some release mechanism. Tony pulled himself quickly to his feet then braced his hands on his knees. “Think I’m gonna puke.”
 
   Gabby shuddered. “Eew. Just kill me now if you do.” 
 
   Tony put his hand on the wall and groaned.
 
   I might have chuckled at seeing the loudmouth brought low if I weren’t so concerned about where we were and how in the world we’d ended up here. The last thing I remembered was Gabby sticking my hand on that laptop monitor...no, in the monitor. 
 
   Gabby unfolded her arms and shifted from the floor to her knees to a standing position, her face pale in the pulsing red haze. But she shook herself, as if preparing for whatever she had to face, and straightened her spine. She stepped up next to me. “Got any idea where we are?”
 
   “No.”  There had to be a lever or button somewhere to open a door or hatch. 
 
   “Either of you ever see anything like this before?” Gabby asked louder but calmly, even though I caught the way she clenched her fingers. 
 
   Tony grumbled, “No.”
 
   I admitted, “I don’t know.”
 
   “What kinda answer is that?”  Tony’s bravado returned in full force. “Either you’ve seen somethin’ like this before or not. It’s a yes or no question.” 
 
   “I said I didn’t know.” I turned back to patting the wall, urgency driving me. Not sure why. The smell? The buzz? 
 
   “Look, Sacagawea, now’s not the time to be cryptic.” Tony stood and stepped toward me, his chin up, his whole attitude set for a fight. 
 
   “Now’s a good time to give it a rest,” Gabby interceded in an even tone, but sounding much more serious than she had before. She angled her head, staring at me as if she tried to reach inside me to get an answer her own way. 
 
   If she could dig something out of my mind that’d help, I was all for it. But she just shrugged. 
 
   Tony argued, “No, I won’t give it a rest. We’re here because of her.”
 
   “Not really,” Gabby corrected. “I put her hand on the monitor and I saw you grab her arm, so that would seem to implicate all of us equally, don’t you think?”  
 
   Tony wouldn’t relent, studying me as if he couldn’t decide what to think. “Whatcha mean when you say you can’t remember, Sacagawea?”
 
   Why play with words or avoid the obvious at this point? Besides, Nicholas had probably already told the Browns about my head injury so how could it matter if these two knew? 
 
   “I’m saying my mind’s a black hole.”  My voice burned dark with frustration crowding my throat. I slammed one hand against the metal. For all the good that did. But we couldn’t just keep on standing here. Waiting for whatever had caused that smell to return. 
 
   My skin chilled at the idea of being trapped in here. I knew on some primal level that we had to escape. Now. 
 
   “Like amnesia?” Gabby asked, her tone too bright in the face of Tony’s incredulity. “How fabulous. That means you get to start over, clean slate. Make your life whatever you want.” 
 
   Just when I thought I had an ally I could depend upon...
 
   I faced her. “Yeah. Just like amnesia, but I’d rather have my original life back than a new one.” 
 
   “Oh, in that case I’ll help you hunt for it,” she offered as if we were looking for a lost shoe. The red flashing light looked different in her green eye than it did in her brown eye. 
 
   “You can’t have amnesia,” Tony scoffed, getting his teeth behind his words. “We just got here. No way could you–”
 
   “I’m saying I had amnesia back at the other place. The school. Nothing’s changed here.” Except for my sense that staying trapped in this space could be dangerous. “Look, we’ll talk about that more when we have time. For now we’ve got to get moving.”
 
   “Why?” Tony asked, oblivious to the red pulsing light that kept increasing in intensity. He held up his hand and huffed out a hard breath as if trying to be reasonable. “Let’s use logic. If this thing we’re in brought us here, wherever here is, then it should take us back, right?”   
 
   He had a point, but the metallic hum chose that moment to grow into a low whine that picked up in volume. What was happening?
 
   Tony covered his ears. “That’s frickin’ awful.”
 
   “Still want to stay in here, Jersey?” Gabby called to him.
 
   I had to yell even louder over the screech. “Help me find a way out. Gabby, you search this side of the room and I’ll search the other.”
 
   “What’re we looking for?” she called back, surprising me when she jumped into action.    
 
   “A handle. A button. I don’t know–something. There’s got to be a lever to open a hatch on this thing.”  
 
   Tony dropped his hands and shouted, “Oh, come on, you two. Maybe whatever sent us here is sending us back. Ever think of that?”
 
   Gabby yelled back, “If you’re not going to help us, I’d say it’s been nice knowing you, but I’d hate to die with a lie like that on my conscience.”  She swiped her hands back and forth frantically over the metal faster and faster. “That smell’s getting worse and it feels...hostile.” 
 
   The hairs were already standing up on my arms from the same thought. 
 
   “What smell?”  Tony demanded, but his voice sounded shaky. “Hostile? You tryin’ to pull more woo-woo crap? Tryin’ to scare me? Won’t work.”  
 
   I don’t know who he was trying to convince, but I heard the truth beneath his words. Jersey Jerk was scared. 
 
   Deep down scared. 
 
   Gabby coughed, but she’d started pounding the metal wall on her side of the container, working her way back closer to me. 
 
   I whirled around to Tony. “That.” I pointed to the pulsing blood-red light, now beating like a heart on overdrive. “Is going to kill us if we don’t get out of here. Now.”
 
   “A light’s gonna kill us? You on crack? Tell ya what. You two do the woo-woo thing and I’ll use the computer in my phone.”
 
   Giving up, I turned back to the wall. Missing something. But what? Think. 
 
   I came up blank. Too many holes in my memory. All I could do was pound palm then fist against the wall. A flat, smooth wall that was heating up. Not good. Not good at all.
 
   “I got it,” Gabby said, excited, stopping to push flyaway hairs from her face. “Maybe we have to do what we did with the computer.”
 
   “Meaning?”
 
   “The two of us,” she nodded at Tony, who was busy punching his smart phone and cursing when nothing happened. “We need to touch you. Maybe that will make the door open?”
 
   Tony paused. “Forget about that. I hold hands with girls I date, not two loonies tryin’ to get me killed.” He jammed the phone back in his pocket. 
 
   This wasn’t getting us anywhere.
 
   The whine of machinery reached crescendo pitch. Nothing to lose.
 
   “Let’s try it,” I shouted over the screeching metal. 
 
   Gabby moved past Tony where he stood close to the arched panel and stopped next to me. I latched my hand onto Gabby’s wrist, feeling static vibration beneath her skin even through her sleeve.  
 
   I picked up terror, but determination, too. 
 
   She actually growled a sound of frustration and lurched for Tony’s arm. The look on his face said he couldn’t decide whether to pull away or not, but he didn’t.
 
   Nothing happened.
 
   “Great,” Tony snapped in my direction. “What now?”
 
   I was fresh out of ideas. And time.
 
   A whirring scream split the room, tearing my brain apart, making all of us double over. 
 
   “Don’t let go!” I shouted, even as I wanted to jam both hands over my ears. “Think!”
 
   Tony shouted, “Think? That’s all you’ve got? Think.”
 
   If we did get out of this room, I was going to shut him up even if it meant using my foot to plug that yapping hole. 
 
   But right now I had nothing more than what Gabby suggested. I yelled, “Think getting out. Open. Something!”
 
   The room started rocking, gyrating with the three of us.
 
   Gabby tightened her grip. “Open up. Open sesame,” she shouted. “Time to go. Beam me up, Scotty.”
 
   Tony grumbled something unintelligible. 
 
   I lowered my head, blocking out as much as I could of Gabby’s terror and Tony’s lack of faith, the stench, the vibrations. Out. Gotta get out. 
 
   I leaned my entire body against the closed doorway, tugging Gabby and Tony toward it at the same time. Lights flashed wildly and the noise hit ear-bleeding level. 
 
   We were going to die. 
 
   All at once, energy burst inside my chest. 
 
   The walls shimmered around us. 
 
   Then an opening appeared as all three of us tumbled face forward into the purple light. 
 
    
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER 7
 
    
 
   I lay sprawled on my back on shin-deep grass in a wide-open space...if this was really grass. At least it was softer than desert dirt. My fingers found a blade and tugged. It stretched. The rubbery stuff was an odd mix of brown and aqua with bumpy yellow specks. I inhaled a big lungful of warm, moist air, waiting for my racing heart to quiet. 
 
   That might not happen any time soon with me staring up into a purple sky with green streaks through it. Where was I now? 
 
   Green streaks and a big red ball that didn’t glow like a sun. It pulsed instead.
 
   A chillingly eerie sight I had no reference for.
 
   “I think we’ve just gone where no man has gone before,” Gabby crooned. “That looks like a moon. It’s got shadows...craters. . .or maybe it’s a face?”
 
   “Okay, Sigourney Weaver and Princess Leia,” Tony groused, his voice coming from somewhere off to my left. “Where the freak have you two got us to now?” 
 
   Good question. Better question was why hadn’t we left Tony trapped in that metal room? A tempting idea. “Who’s Sigourney Weaver and Princess Leia?”
 
   I got a look from both Tony and Gabby at that. Tony laughed. “You’re serious. Ever watch Alien or Star Wars?”
 
   I shook my head.
 
   Gabby sat up and smiled, unbothered by my answer.
 
   Tony’s mouth dropped open, speechless.
 
   Gabby swiveled her shoulders, a dazed look of wonder on her face as she took in her surroundings. “Check out the sick colors in this place.” 
 
   “Sick, as in unhealthy?” I asked.  
 
   “Ah, no, that means they’re gorgeous and amazing.”  She smiled, framing a picture with her index fingers and thumbs, clearly someone who lived in the moment. Wildflowers of neon-pink and intense black, with sharp spikes and even square shapes sprouted here and there. 
 
   Tony speared  Gabby with a hard look. “You happy ‘bout this?”
 
   She muttered something to herself then said, “I’m not entirely sure I’m even conscious and will admit to feeling a bit out of my element right now–”
 
   “A bit?” Tony chuckled sarcastically. 
 
   “–but you shouldn’t take life so seriously. It’s not permanent after all. And to be honest, I was looking for a change of scenery.”
 
   I might not always understand the things she said, but Gabby had held up pretty well through this and wasn’t bawling her eyes out. As she was the one person not giving me a hard time for being here, I could better handle her strange ways than Tony’s abrasive attitude. 
 
   He was already reaching for his phone–did he sleep with that thing?–so that should keep him content for a moment. 
 
   Or so I thought. 
 
   He squinted at my leg. “What’re you wearin’? A cuff?”  
 
   Out of reflex, I looked down. I’d forgotten about my ankle bracelet. Had it stopped working? The thing was still locked on, but I hadn’t felt any electric shock, not even a tingle. Or maybe it just hadn’t activated yet.
 
   When I didn’t answer, Tony muttered, “Suarez stuck me with a freakin’ criminal. This day just gets better.”
 
   I rolled to my knees. Every muscle groaned in protest. Was being beaten and bruised my normal state? 
 
   And landing in strange places? 
 
   Scanning the terrain, all I found beyond the dry grassy area surrounding us and the metal contraption at my back was an encroaching jungle that loomed on all sides.
 
   A deadly quiet jungle. 
 
   No sounds. No breath of a breeze. Nothing.
 
   Tony stood and trudged over to the metal thing that had spit us out and sealed itself back to a solid metal cylinder again. He started smacking one palm against the structure over and over, his other hand still clutching his phone that he waved around. 
 
   “What the freak are you doing?” Gabby asked, mimicking Tony’s voice as she slid to her knees before standing. “Think your cell provider has coverage here?”  
 
   “Look. I’m just tryin’ to get back inside. I put more faith in technology than this–” he waved his hand to indicate the unreal world around them.
 
   “But we just got out–”
 
   “You two wanted out of this thing. Me?”  Tony jerked his thumb toward himself. “Got dragged along. We came here in this pod thing. Logic dictates it’s the only way back. So you can hang aroun’ and sightsee, but I’m findin’ my way home.”
 
   Just then the metal pod started spinning counterclockwise, causing Tony to stagger backwards. “What the-–”
 
   His last words were swallowed in a bang and puff of red clay dust. When the air cleared, the pod had disappeared. 
 
   “Nooo!” Tony screamed, his hands thrown wide, his eyes wider. “It can’t . . .”
 
   But it could, and had. 
 
   I felt as sick to my stomach as Tony looked. Staying inside that thing had worried me, but that was the way we got here. 
 
   Gabby stared at the open spot for a moment, stunned silent. 
 
   I didn’t say a word. I’d heard something new beneath Tony’s cocky arrogance. Panic. The kind of panic when your whole world has spiraled out of control and you can’t stop it.
 
   For the second time today, I knew how that felt, otherwise I might not be taking this so calmly myself. 
 
   Calm on the outside anyhow. If they could look deep inside me they’d see chaos swirling into a tornado, threatening to destroy me. 
 
   Tony gave his phone a longing look then dropped his arm and started circling where the pod had been, his movements getting more and more frantic. He ground out an oath and yelled, “Okay, fine. No 9-1-1 here. No 4-1-1. No cell tower. So what now? And what is this place?”  He spat the last words at me.
 
   As if I’ve got all the answers? I bit back my temper, determined to leave my senses tuned to our surroundings. “How should I know? I don’t know what happened back in that equipment room or where we are or how we’ll get out of here, but I do know our best chance at surviving is if we work together.”
 
   Tony’s face said he supported no one’s plan but his own. Especially someone who didn’t know the Princess or Sigourney people. I saw his reaction as simple denial about what was going on and I even understood it to some degree.
 
   I didn’t expect a complete change in Tony’s personality, but we couldn’t survive by fighting each other. 
 
   Strength in numbers.
 
   Even if we were only three. 
 
   My instincts told me that, and I knew, somehow, that I should trust them, especially in this place. 
 
   Gabby stood to one side staring at the jungle then swung around looking from me to Tony. “She’s right, you know. We have no idea what kind of place we’ve just been dumped into. Unless you can teleport us with that smart phone we have no way out until we figure out how we got here. Can you counter that logic or is bitching and moaning your only plan?”  
 
   I took a long look at her. Was this the same girl we’d traveled here with? The one who hadn’t seemed to take much of anything seriously back at the school? She’d laid out Tony’s options in simple terms and managed to point out his abrasive attitude without sounding as if she’d attacked him. 
 
   After a moment of digesting that, Tony held up a hand. “Enough. I got your point. I’m just sayin’ logic dictates that the way back is the way we came. Until that pod returns, I agree. We find out as much as we can about this place and if there’s anyone else here. ‘Specially if they can help us.”
 
   I’d been wondering the same thing. Were we alone, or not? If we found others here, would they be friend or enemy? And I had no idea why, but I was sure I’d encountered enemies before — enemies other than the beast-bird. Bad ones.  
 
   Tony added, “While I’m stuck here, I want no more touchin’ any electronics without clearin’ it through me first since neither one of you babes has a clue what you’re playin’ with. Agreed?”
 
   Hard not to agree with that since computers seemed to be his passion. I didn’t care for his “babes” comment, but nodded anyhow. 
 
   Gabby grinned. “As long as you agree to be open to using our other senses here.” 
 
   “Sure, sweet cakes. Whatever you say.”  Tony shook his head and made a snorting sound that indicated how little he thought of her suggestion. 
 
   She added, “If you want to return the way we came here, keep in mind that the computer screen reacted to Rayen’s touch and sucked in her hand.”
 
   Let’s not keep pointing that out, okay?
 
   Tony said nothing, but distrust stirred in his gaze.
 
   I played the whole event back through my mind and had no more answers about what had happened than they did. I’d felt a surge of energy wick up my arm and into my body the minute my palm disappeared into the screen.  
 
   Pulling my hair away from my face and wiping perspiration off my neck, I rolled my shoulders, ready to talk about something else when I noticed Gabby cocking her head. Her yellow-and-lavender ponytails bobbed when she looked up, intent on something in the distant sky. 
 
   “What is it?” I asked, following the direction of her gaze across two hundred feet of open space that ended in a slashing dark line of massive trees. The beginning of the dense jungle vegetation.
 
   “Can you hear that?” she asked, her voice soft, but no humor this time. Something had her entire focus. 
 
   I shook my head.
 
   “Don’t know, but . . . ”  
 
   I didn’t have to ask her more as I started hearing what she did, a heavy whap, whap, whap sound. I glanced around but didn’t see anything. 
 
   Until Gabby inhaled a quick breath and pointed up.
 
   “What the heck’s that?” Tony demanded, his gaze following her finger. “Sounds like—”
 
   I shushed him with a raised hand then moved to stand next to Gabby, both of us facing the direction of the racket. My shoulder bumped hers and I got a jolt of an image. Not a clear image but a clear sense of danger. 
 
   She tensed the way she had back in the equipment room when she’d repeated my thought about Tony, but when I said nothing to expose her she continued quietly staring in the direction of the noise.
 
   “Any idea what it looks like?”  I’d realized that Gabby had gifts she kept hidden. Based on my reception since waking up in the desert, and Tony’s taunting just because I was different, I didn’t blame her for protecting her secrets. 
 
   She murmured, “I’m trying to see it in my mind...but it’s not like anything I can explain.”
 
   Tony made a disgusted growl. “If you savants are done doin’ a mind meld thing, would someone please tell me what the heck is goin’ on?”  
 
   Gabby’s fingers twisted the skirt of her dress. “If you’d shut up long enough to hear and look up, you’d know.”  
 
   The warning in her tone must have worked. Tony froze then glanced in the direction where we stared. “I don’t–oh, crap.” 
 
   That summed up my feelings as the moving object started taking shape. 
 
   Not object but objects. A good dozen or so of the largest maroon-and-black bat-like creatures I’d ever seen. 
 
   I didn’t know where I’d seen bats before but bits and pieces of my thoughts were functioning at times, at least whenever my brain seemed pressed to figure a way out of trouble. 
 
   Like now. We had to get away from these big dark flying creatures.
 
   First, I had to determine which direction they were headed.
 
   They easily had wingspans of four to five feet across, blackening the sky as they swarmed nearer.
 
   “Are those...bats?” Tony said to no one in particular as the swooping wings grew louder the nearer they came. “Aren’t bats nocturnal and only eat insects?” 
 
   Tony’s last words had been more hopeful than reassuring. 
 
   Gabby’s voice sounded squeezed from her lungs, getting higher by the second. “This could be nighttime in this place with that red moon, and we may look like insects to them.”
 
   “Let’s not hang around to find out,” I shouted. “Run!”   
 
   I didn’t have to say it twice as all three of us took off toward the closest trees, which were across the field. 
 
   Tony yelled, “We’ll never make the trees in time!”  
 
   I checked to the left of us. The bats were still gaining altitude so they might not actually dive toward us, but we were going to intersect their path and end up running beneath them before we reached the tree line. I kept moving rather than risk a bad guess that they weren’t going to fold their wings and plummet toward us. 
 
   We’d almost made cover when tiny acidic pellets hit my face and arms, stinging my skin. 
 
   “Ouch!”  Gabby swatted the air around her face.
 
   Tony slapped his head. “They’re spittin’ at us.”
 
    I thought it was obvious, but still shouted, “Keep your face turned away.” 
 
   After a hundred feet of running flat out, the grass gave way to thick, vine-strangled vegetation. Plate-sized leaves whacked my face. Gnarled roots, some knee-high, snagged my shins, and thorns raked the skin on my arms. Another hundred feet and we’d reached the tree canopy.
 
   Panting and slowing once we’d plowed fifteen feet into the thick growth of trees, I stopped and squatted until I could peer through a break in the twisted limbs back toward the grassy field.   
 
   “Gone,” I whispered, catching my breath as I scanned the sky, or what I could see of it by moving back and forth until I found a sizeable opening in the towering trees. Deep purple ribbons appeared through gaps, but no green streaks that had been there when we’d first arrived. That throbbing red moon still mocked us though. Inside this forest, we’d entered a world of shiny copper and brown colors, red vines, dripping hollow sounds and shadows that shimmied.
 
   Creepy, but safer than where we’d been. Away from oversized bats. 
 
   At least, I hoped we were safer.
 
   That sprint had been no real effort for me, but Tony had his hands on his knees, dragging in deep breaths of the thick, damp air. He whistled. “What’s this place? Jurassic Park goes techno? That was close.”
 
   Jurassic Park? I gave up trying to figure out the things Tony said. 
 
   “At least the bats didn’t come after us,” Gabby pointed out, just as winded as Tony, with hair falling loose from her ponytails. 
 
   Tony ignored Gabby, turning to me. “Now what, Touchy Feely?” 
 
   “How should I know?” I was getting tired of him expecting me to have answers, because he blamed me for this problem, then complaining about the answers he got. “What’s your great idea?”  
 
   Tony’s face screwed up in pure disgust. “Drop me in a city and I’ll find my way, but out here? Not my thing. My idea would’ve been not comin’ here in the first place. What did you do to that computer to make this happen?”
 
   “I didn’t do anything,” I muttered, but not with any conviction. 
 
   “You musta hit a combination of keys.”  
 
   “You think we’re here because of a typo, genius?” Gabby chided. “Oh, yeah, that’s scientific.”
 
   Tony started pacing a wide oval path between me and Gabby. Couldn’t he be still for a minute? He slapped orange-and-blue-striped palm fronds out of his way. “Everything in science has an explanation. We just have to figure out how we ended up here.”
 
   Lifting her hands to her colorful ponytails, Gabby started fixing the loose ones. She passed me one of her stretchy loops. “You need this.” 
 
   “Thanks.” It took a few twists to pull my thick length of hair back. At least now it wasn’t swinging around, swatting me in the face any more.
 
   Gabby started in on Tony again. “That’s the thing about you science types. So locked into a narrow way of thinking. You just can’t wrap your mind around the possibility that all things do not have a tidy scientific answer.”
 
   I couldn’t accept everything that had happened today too easily myself, but we had bigger problems to worry about. My mind had been stingy with memories, but now wanted to make it up to me by raising one survival concern after another. “Since we have no idea how long we’ll be stuck here, we need a plan to find water and food. And to figure out what’s poisonous or not.”
 
   Gabby’s eyes lit up. “Since Tony clearly doesn’t trust our judgment, he can taste everything first.”
 
   “Very funny,” Tony grumbled, still beating a circular path. 
 
   One look at where we’d just come tearing through the weeds and bushes introduced a new problem. The vegetation had already started growing back as I watched, which meant moving around would only get us lost when the path covered over, even if I left markers. 
 
   When Tony passed a bush with yellow and orange flowers, he flipped his hand at one, scattering petals everywhere. 
 
   Gabby shoved a disgusted look at him. “I don’t know what your problem is but I bet I can’t pronounce it.”
 
   The squinty glare he shot back at her said he hadn’t found that funny, but he did avoid touching the next vine he passed that supported a bright pink flower the size of his face.  
 
   I leaned my head back, searching above us for fruit in the trees, but saw nothing obvious. If we didn’t recognize something edible soon, what were we going to eat? 
 
   When I brought my chin back down, Tony had paused, standing with his arms crossed next to another huge pink blossom. This one had brilliant green spots.
 
   And petals that moved in and out as if...breathing? 
 
   I rubbed my eyes. That couldn’t be. Right? 
 
   Had to be the wind causing the movement, but I didn’t feel a breeze stirring the thick air. 
 
   I would have dismissed the flower, but I noticed Gabby studying one just like it next to Tony’s left knee. 
 
   “We need a plan,” Tony said, unfolding his arms and slapping the phone against his thigh in a rhythmic tap. 
 
   Hadn’t I just said that?
 
   That brought Gabby’s attention back up with a sharp chin lift. “How are we supposed to come up with a plan when we have no information to go on?”
 
   Tony swung his arms out. “I don’t know. Maybe we start with finding something we can use for weapons.”
 
   Strange as this seemed, I was about to say he had a valid point. Tony swung his hand that held his phone out and back toward his thigh at the moment I realized that flower really was drawing a breath. 
 
   I yelled, “look out,” but the pink petals lunged up, sucking tight around Tony’s hand and arm before he had a chance to react. 
 
   Everything happened in a burst of seconds. 
 
   Fast as a coiled snake, a tendril of the vine lashed out from beneath the flower and raced around the wrist that Tony frantically tried to jerk free. 
 
   Tony shouted, “What the–”
 
   I dove for him, but landed in an empty space as the vine snatched him off his feet and slithered away, dragging Tony deeper into the jungle. He made garbled noises.
 
   “Grab him,” I shouted at Gabby, who had the best shot at getting to Tony before he passed her and disappeared.   
 
   She hadn’t looked overly athletic until she lunged for him and managed to barely snag his ankles.
 
   I jumped up and raced after both of them. 
 
   “Raaayen!” Gabby yelled, flopping behind Tony as his body cut through vegetation slapping right and left like a shark ripping through water.
 
   Picking up speed, I caught glimpses of Gabby’s hair flying behind her and her face plowing up silvery dirt. Her body acted as dead weight to slow the momentum of the slithering vine, but not by much.
 
   I pushed harder to get ahead of both of them, leaping over fallen trees and dodging wide bushes as I passed Gabby. Humidity soaked my clothes and sweat ran down my back. 
 
   Whipping around a tree, the vine seemed to slow for a second. 
 
   I saw my opening and threw myself toward Tony and grabbed at his free arm. Got it. Now Gabby and I could both be anchors. Maybe the vine would hit a spot it couldn’t pull all three of us through. 
 
   Sounded good. Wasn’t. We were getting beat to pieces and, even with my ankle restraint gouging a deep furrow through feather-fine soil and decomposing leaves, nothing slowed us down.
 
   If anything, the vine started moving faster.
 
   “Don’t let go!”  I yelled.
 
   My last words hadn’t been necessary. 
 
   Fuzzy brown tendrils snaked up from the main vine and circled down Tony’s body to snag Gabby around her wrist. They were lashed together as if one elongated body.
 
   A second tendril whipped around Tony’s arm until it reached my wrist. 
 
   Let go and risk being able to catch up again? Or–?
 
   There wasn’t enough time to think it through as the sticky brown length wrapped and triple lashed my wrist to Tony’s arm. 
 
   Terror rode through Gabby and Tony’s faces.
 
   I couldn’t be distracted when I had to find a way to free us. 
 
   Like fragile tails tied to a windborne kite, we swept across the jungle floor, bouncing up and down, banging back and forth, being thwacked against plants, small trees and leaves with prickly thorns.  
 
   At last, the vine started to slow. 
 
   I raised my head, gritting my teeth against the burning pain of being dragged over uneven ground. I spied a wide-girthed tree ahead, larger than any others nearby. One so big that little grew anywhere in the immediate area except for a huge bush with jagged leaves at the tree’s base.
 
   Dark, oozing, orange spots and bumpy shapes dotted the weathered tree bark, some looking uncannily like faces. Small faces. 
 
   But the tree wasn’t the biggest threat. The bush surrounding its base sported another pink blossom, like the one that had attacked Tony. Only this flower was massive. The petals were wider than my shoulders. They sucked in and fanned out in a breathing motion. The center area had what looked like a pile of black sticks...that started spreading. 
 
   The sticks moved until they lined the opening like teeth, sharp and clicking when the mouth of the plant snapped closed then opened again. 
 
   “Tony, watch–” The words choked in my throat when a vine branch curled around my neck, tightening.
 
   “Hellllpppp!”  Tony’s frantic plea came out muffled as another vine wrapped his head, turban style, covering his eyes and nose.
 
   I’d hit my limit of being knocked around and attacked. 
 
   Anger shot through me and sent strength to my tight muscles. 
 
   Energy started building in my chest, wicking its way up through my arms and down through my legs. Everything slowed. Sounds dulled. I could feel each beat of my heart thrum in my ears. 
 
   Then that energy exploded inside me, boiling my blood, hotter and hotter, until my mind and body moved with the speed of a lightning strike. 
 
   Purely on instinct, I swung my only free hand in a slashing chop toward the vine branch that was shutting off my air supply. My one thought, cut, cut, cut. 
 
   And I did. I lanced the tendrils as though my fingers were small knives, and air once again flowed into my lungs.
 
    I had no idea why that worked, but the vine dragging the three of us stopped moving forward. Instead, it began wrapping layer after layer around Gabby, Tony and me. Like a spider cocooning its prey.
 
   I wrenched aching muscles, forcing myself to wiggle forward, past Tony and Gabby, struggling until I could yank each of my legs free to stand between them and the host bush. With everything I had in me, I stomped the vine with my foot, focusing on the word crush as I did. 
 
   Nothing. 
 
   Brown tendrils wrapped Tony’s mouth, leaving only his eyes void of any arrogance, just pleading silently for me to save him. 
 
   Gabby gasped and wheezed. 
 
   The vine was strangling her to death.  
 
   I focused harder. I thought break as I shoved my heel down with a vicious blast on the vine. 
 
   Again, nothing.
 
   One last effort. Squeezing my eyes until flashes of light burst in my head, I called up all the energy into one last thought.
 
   Kill. 
 
   Then I heard it. The shuddering of live wood ripped asunder and an unearthly howl of pain. The bush screamed.
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER 8
 
    
 
   My heart slammed my chest with every ear-splitting wail from the massive pink flower at the base of the tree. 
 
   Had I killed Gabby and Tony by attacking the vine? 
 
   The tension wrapping their bodies snapped.
 
   All at once, thick vines connecting them to the tree splintered as strips of the plant shriveled. 
 
   I drew a breath and staggered over to reach down and grab them each by one hand, then I pulled, dragging them from the bindings still wrapped around their bodies. Uprooting one of these trees would be easier. Where had that wild energy gone? I still had adrenalin pulsing through me, but not that hot power. I yanked harder. 
 
   Their bindings splintered this time, allowing me to drag them clear of the bush.
 
   Tony clawed his hands over his head until every last clinging stem remnant had disappeared, leaving cuts. His skin was flushed, his breathing heavy. He reached into his shirt, yanked out the metal disk and kissed it hard.
 
   “What’s that?” I asked.
 
   “Saint C.” Tony eyed me. At my blank expression, he added, “You know. St. Christopher. Patron saint of travelers.”
 
   I didn’t have a clue what he was talking about.
 
   Gabby fell over on the ground, hissing, cradling her wrists, which flushed bright red. 
 
   Feeling lightheaded myself, I knelt beside her. “You okay?”
 
   She released her wrists, sat up and shoved hair off of her face, visibly shaken, but she took a breath and muttered, “I will be after I kill Tony.”
 
   “That thing attacked me,” Tony mumbled, the fight having gone out of him. 
 
   “After you attacked another flower. Maybe it wanted to eat your phone.”
 
   “My phone?”  Tony lifted his hand, realized he still had his phone and said, “Hallefreakinlujah.”  Relief spread across his face until he frowned at Gabby. “What the heck are you talkin’ ‘bout the flower bein’ mad? It’s a plant.”     
 
   “Everything in any world is alive,” Gabby said. “Just because you can’t make something fit into memory chips, processors and motherboards doesn’t mean it lacks value or survival instincts of its own. We have to be careful in this place.”
 
   “It was a freakin’ flower, for cryin’ out loud. Who woulda thought it’d try to eat me?”
 
   “You’ve got a point. I’d expect a plant to be more discriminating.” She rubbed the raw skin around her wrists.
 
   A leaf fell out of Gabby’s hair. She picked it up and shrugged to herself then gave up a half-hearted smile. She did look a year younger physically than I was, but she had the tough core of someone who’d fought her own battles for a long time. Whatever life she’d led had taught her how to adapt, because she’d been taking everything in stride better than Tony had so far. 
 
   More than anything, this plant attack proved how much we needed each other. I hoped Tony realized that now. “Let’s call this progress on the learning curve and move on. No harm, no...” I almost had the word, but it vanished.
 
   “No foul?” Gabby smiled.
 
   “Yeah.” That sounded right, though I didn’t have a clue where the saying had come from. Another crumb from my brain.
 
   Tony muttered something in my direction that sounded like, “I’m gonna have to start callin’ you Xena after that.”
 
   Another name that meant nothing to me.
 
   Once Gabby reached her feet, she dusted off her ripped dress and asked me in the quiet voice of a conspirator, “What did you do to that vine?” 
 
   Not a question I wanted to answer. Or could answer with any confidence.
 
   “Don’t know,” I admitted, and decided a lie would be better for now until I could figure a few things out for myself. Besides, that battle had drained me to the point it was hard to dredge up thoughts, much less words. Muscle fatigue from the inside out. “It all happened so fast. Everything’s a blur.”  
 
   Though I had figured out something just now. Where I’d been out of my element in that school, there was something primitive here that called to my blood. Did my family live in a place similar to this? I didn’t think I’d ever seen anything like the vegetation or bats in this place, but I had a strong sense of having survived off the land at some point in my life. 
 
   That I’d been expected to fight and protect. Or die. 
 
    Gabby stared at me again with that deep look, as if trying to read everything I hadn’t said about getting away from the vine, but the sound of Tony thrashing away from us drew our attention.
 
   “Where you going?” she called to him then shot a questioning look at me as if I had a clue what that crazy Jersey Jerk was up to now. 
 
   “Home,” Tony flung over his shoulder, steadily stomping deeper into the jungle, evidently trying to retrace the route the vine had dragged us.
 
   “There’s nothing back there,” I called out. 
 
   Tony stopped as if pulled taut by an invisible wire. He turned partially to say, “Back in this direction is where the pod was. Might come again. Who knows? Gotta be better than dyin’ in this hole.”
 
   Now he sounded worse than terrified. 
 
   He sounded defeated.
 
   I glanced at the quivering bush, the one that had nearly devoured the three of us. My gaze traveled up the towering trunk where I caught sight of the small faces I’d noticed before. One looking more and more like a sad child in the shadows of the dim forest light.
 
    Gabby’s gaze bounced between Tony and me, searching for an answer in a place that held none. “You think we should go with him?” 
 
   “No.” I meant it. My gut told me the pod was dangerous. But then, standing around or going deeper into the jungle could be, too. I shook my head and admitted, “But splitting up isn’t an option either.” 
 
   In the few seconds that I hesitated, leaves and branches started weaving across the path behind Tony. Once we left this place the chances of finding our way back here, or anywhere else, were dismal. 
 
   We were stronger as a unit of three. We could survive this if we kept our heads. I believed that at a level deep enough that it drove me to compromise.
 
   I headed for what I could see of the path he left. “Let’s go, before we lose him.” 
 
   “We don’t have that kind of luck,” Gabby grumbled close behind. “But I’m not jumping in again if he gets attacked because of stupidity.”
 
   “How long do you think that’ll be?” I asked, afraid we’d find out sooner rather than later.
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER 9
 
    
 
   Someone’s got to admit we’re lost. Might as well be me. 
 
   I paused to lean against a broad tree trunk and dropped my head back, feeling the wood squish around my head. But when I shoved the heel of my hand at it, I hit a rock-hard surface. Had the bark anticipated the strike? I wiped sweat out of my eyes and rubbed at my ankle cuff that caused a drag on each step. I might be in better shape than either of those two, but I was exhausted and thirsty.  “This isn’t working. I don’t think we’re getting any closer to where we started out.”
 
   I’d hiked over mounds of gnarled roots, hacking bushes with unyielding branches using nothing more than my hands–minus the super power I’d fought the vine with–and was hungry enough to start gnawing on my own arm.
 
   Gabby slipped into a crouch. The chafed, reddened skin around her wrists hadn’t gotten any worse, but no better either. She chugged a harsh breath, her hair now wearing as many twigs as ribbons. “Maybe Rayen’s right.”  She exhaled heavily, looking at Tony. “Not sure we’re making any progress going this way.”
 
   “What is it about girls? You always side with her. Ever think I might be the one who’s right?” Tony crowed. Or it would have been a crow if he hadn’t been as winded as the rest of us. He stood with his legs braced in a wide V, hands on his hips, his chest heaving.
 
   Gabby cocked her head, tapping a finger to her cheek. “Hasn’t got anything to do with gender, but let me think about it. You right? No. You called her Xena. Change your mind about her being a warrior princess?” 
 
   “A crazy one,” he mumbled.
 
   If we didn’t find water soon, being right or wrong wouldn’t matter. Besides, Tony had lost some of his edge after that scrape with death. And to be honest, I couldn’t in good faith say that returning to the pod area was a bad idea. 
 
   But we needed to hydrate. 
 
   Could we find anything in this place that would be safe to drink? 
 
   I’d worry about that when we found some liquid. With as much as we were sweating, dehydration was a given. I’d gotten more light-headed with each step and I was sure a small furry rodent had slept in my mouth for a week. 
 
   “I’m not taking sides,” Gabby added. “Nor am I arguing with the logic of going back to the pod area, but I don’t think you know where you’re going and rushing forward isn’t safe.”
 
   Tony’s gaze turned hard as tempered steel for a few seconds, then remorse washed all that away. Something was driving him even beyond the basic desire we all had to return home. Some fear that hid inside his anxiety and shook beneath his words. “I haven’t figured out what the freak happened to get us here or where the freak here is, but I can’t be late checkin’ back in with Suarez this afternoon. I’ve got a lot on the line for this Top Ten Project. A lot.”
 
   “Like what?” Gabby asked, her voice holding no bite.
 
   Tony looked as though he would tell her the truth, but his gaze shifted from worried to arrogant, quickly shielding whatever vulnerability he wanted to keep hidden. He cracked his knuckles, burning off energy even when he was exhausted. “Unlike you two, I am going to MIT.”
 
   Between dealing with the beast-turned-bird back at the school and getting sucked into this alternate dimension, I’d forgotten about my own time pressure. I had to be in Dr. Maxwell’s office by five o’clock.  
 
   I had to find out who I was.
 
   Of everywhere I’d been since opening my eyes today, the school offered me the best place to learn who I was and somewhere safe while I figured that out. 
 
   Except for the beast that was still there. But I’d take my chances with it to get Gabby and Tony back to safety. I didn’t fit into their world, but I believed they were in this world because of me. 
 
   And right now, worrying about anything except escaping here and getting back to the school was laughable. 
 
   Gabby huffed an exasperated breath at Tony. “You’re not the only one with time issues.”
 
   “Oh, yeah?” Tony said. “What’s pushin’ on you, sweet cakes?”
 
   “You, right now.”  She dismissed him with a wave of one hand, and started stretching as if she had a routine that relaxed her. 
 
   Tony ignored her and pinned me with a “what now?” glare. 
 
   I hadn’t asked to be in charge and if Tony thought he had all the answers he could start sharing. “Okay, genius, if you want to keep going, we need water. Got ideas on where to find it?”
 
   Tony looked surprised to be put on the spot, but all he offered was a tired shake of his head. “Told you. I’m out of my element here.”
 
   Great.
 
   “Gabby?” I asked, not expecting much, but with her gifts she might be able to find water. When she gave me a confused look, I said gently, “You have some abilities. I’m not asking you to share what they are, but I dug my fingers into the ground during the last stop and didn’t reach moisture.”
 
   She nodded, took a deep breath and closed her eyes. “I’m not a diviner,” she murmured, though I didn’t have a clue what that meant. “But I’ll give this a try.”
 
   I shot a look at Tony to warn him not to ridicule her, but he actually watched her intently as if he hoped she could do something. 
 
   Gabby dropped her head back and held her arms out to each side in a motion of opening up to the world. Her lips moved silently then she frowned and lowered her arms. When she opened her eyes, she cocked her head, listening for something. “Hear that?” 
 
   “What?”  Tony looked around. “You hear water, maybe moving like a stream or river?”
 
   She twisted her head one direction, then another, getting a fix on what I couldn’t hear. But she’d heard those bats before, way sooner than I had, so I turned my head in the direction she faced...and caught a faint sound.
 
   A high whine that sounded like a cry.
 
   “Is that a child?” Gabby stood straighter, pointing in the direction we’d been heading. “That way.”
 
   “A kid?” Tony looked confused. “I thought you were divining for water?”  
 
   Gabby turned on him and snapped, “I’m not a magic wand! I hear what I hear and right now it’s the sound of a child crying. Some things are more important than you.”  
 
   Tony jerked back. I didn’t blame him. Our rainbow butterfly had fangs. What had triggered that reaction in Gabby? The child’s cry? 
 
   “I hear it, too,” I confirmed.
 
   Tony slapped his forehead. “That could be anything in this place.”  He dropped his hand and said in a calm, logical voice, “Computers aren’t computers, flowers aren’t flowers so why should a cryin’ kid be a cryin’ kid?”
 
   He had a point. 
 
   Gabby paid no attention to him, her voice turning to steel. “I don’t have an answer for you and that still sounds like a child. It could be hurt. Who’s to say someone else isn’t here if we are and I’d think you’d be interested in checking it out if that child arrived here in a pod as well.” 
 
   The gears started turning in Tony’s head. “You’re absolutely right, sweet cakes. We can’t risk that bein’ a child left alone in this place. Let’s get humpin’.” 
 
   Surprise at his quick shift in attitude showed in Gabby’s face. “Uh, okay.”  
 
   I almost wished she hadn’t handed him such a convincing argument for checking out the noise. Tony perked up the minute he realized the arrival of another person might open the path to go home, which meant he’d go charging forward without thinking about the dangers.
 
   Tony looked right and left, anxious to move out. “Which way, sweet cakes? That kid’s our GPS to the pod area.”  
 
   Gabby turned toward the sound of the child’s voice. “This way.”
 
   “Wait.” I grabbed her arm, feeling sudden determination rigid in her muscles. “It could be a trap.”
 
   In the moment that I touched her, I caught a buzz under her skin and saw a visual of Gabby as a young child, alone, crying. Who’d left her to fend for herself? 
 
   And how had I seen that? 
 
   “Or it could be just a child,” she said emphatically, shaking off my hand. “We haven’t found water or a way back. If there’s a child here then there may be other people here. Regardless, are you willing to gamble a child’s life and leave a vulnerable kid exposed to this place?”
 
   Something inside me shouted, “No,” that I’d defended younger ones before, but I had no idea when or where. Nothing felt right in this place, but if I was perfectly honest with myself, nothing had felt right since opening my eyes this morning. 
 
   “What’s it going to be, Rayen?” Gabby asked, fidgeting to get going. 
 
   Tony added, “Like you said, we can’t split up.”
 
   More than that, Tony had just admitted that he trusted my judgment. Something not to be taken lightly. Not if we were going to make it out of this alive. 
 
   Were they right to trust me? 
 
   I didn’t have a reason to stop them from going to the child other than sensing that sounds had been used as bait for traps at some point in my life. On the other hand, I couldn’t honestly live with the thought of ignoring a child in need. “We’ll go, but if it is a child let’s not race straight to it without a plan.”
 
   “Agreed,” Gabby said and Tony nodded. 
 
   I didn’t like the thought of walking back toward the clearing where the sound was coming from, not with my gut still screaming the metal pod area wasn’t a safe place to be, even if it was our only connection to the school. But I raised a hand, indicating to Gabby to lead the way with Tony following and me taking up the rear.
 
   Not an ideal setup for defense, but I felt better suited for this terrain than those two and could keep an eye on both of them this way. 
 
   The hike back to the clearing seemed to take a lot less time as the cry grew louder, though decreasing in intensity as if the child, or whatever, was winding down from full pitch bawling to a pathetic whimper.
 
   I noted purple light again through a break in the trees. But this time, the green stripes were back. The way the sky had looked when we’d fallen out of the pod. Call me superstitious, but I had an uncomfortable feeling about that sky. 
 
   I jogged past Tony, calling to Gabby. “Wait up.”
 
   “What now?” she asked in a snappish tone. I looked at her more closely. Maybe I’d heard exhaustion.
 
   “We agreed to scope this out before walking up to the noise,” I pointed out. 
 
   A child in distress clearly bothered Gabby on some internal level, but she nodded a reluctant agreement. “As long as...if it’s a child we’re going to help it and not just make a dash for the pod, right? If there is a pod.”
 
   I nodded. “If it is a child, and alone, we’ll take care of it.” 
 
   “We doin’ this today?”  Tony stood with his thumbs hooked in the pockets of his jeans, waiting. Sweat beaded down the side of his face, streaking through patches of dirt. He might have been a self-centered jerk at the school, but he’d been working with us better since the flower attack and I could tell he moved like someone capable of defending himself. 
 
   I turned and eased cautiously toward the whimpering sound. When I reached the tree line, I crouched low, waving the other two down, making sure they hugged the multi-colored foliage enough to avoid being blatantly visible to anything in the grass clearing. 
 
   And there she was in a patch of packed-down earth. A small girl. Maybe five or six years old, curled on her side into a fetal position, hiccupping air like someone who’d cried out every last ounce of emotion. 
 
   She looked so tiny and alone out there.
 
   But the flower that attacked Tony had been the vulnerable-looking bait of a carnivorous plant and this place was riddled with danger. 
 
   The child was dead center in the clearing of the odd-colored grasses mixed with patches of bare ground. She wore a silvery dress, gold jewelry, sparkly shoes and her hair was braided and curled as if she’d been dressed for a party. Why didn’t she look like us–ragged from running for our lives? 
 
   Had a pod dropped her here, too, or was she just lost?  
 
   Tony whispered in my ear as he squatted up against me. “There’s no pod. We in the same spot where we arrived earlier?”
 
   I shared the disappointment in his voice, since I couldn’t deny hoping the appearance of a child meant adults would be nearby and show us the way home. But Tony was being calm so I answered him by pointing to where we’d clearly beaten down the grass while running from the bats earlier. The trail started from a flat area of grass, roughly conical in shape where the pod had been recently. 
 
   So the grass did not grow back out there the way the jungle had?
 
   Gabby flanked me on the other side. “So what’s the plan?”
 
   A battle raged inside me, a tug-of-war between my drive to protect an innocent and the strong sense that I was right to be wary. “I’ll go get the girl. You two sit tight.”
 
   “What if the pod comes back while you’re there?” Tony asked. “We should all go so we can be together if that happens.”
 
   Gabby wasn’t agreeing or arguing, but I knew from her response to the child’s cry that she’d go along with anything that would allow her to help with the...kid. 
 
   I shook my head. “Based on how that metal thing brought us here and left, we’ll have plenty of time for you to reach it if it shows up. I need you to watch my back. I can’t explain why, but I have a feeling this is some kind of a snare. If something happens to me, I don’t want you caught out there, too.”
 
   A sudden thrumming started. The vibration came from below ground. The pod? Or something else?
 
   I fought to keep my balance. What the–?
 
   Gabby floundered where she knelt beside me, her arms flapping to keep her balance. Tony cursed and growled.  
 
    The earth movement shifted from a tremor through the ground to an eruption of rocks and dirt out in the open space. Something alive emerged from beneath the surface on the other side of the child, near the dark jungle where it bordered the far side of the grassy clearing. 
 
   Like a giant crocodile on steroids, the creature’s head with a long snout burst out of the ground. Huge eyes stuck off each side of its head. The body kept coming. It used multiple arms to drag itself up. Had to be twelve, maybe fifteen, feet tall when it stood upright on two feet the size of giant palm leaves, but with talons. Thick hide covered in scales and a wide mouth full of pointed teeth. It let out a wild screech. A metal-tearing-against-metal roar. 
 
   Tony sat up on his knees, eyes bulging. “What the freak is that?”
 
   Color drained from Gabby’s face. She stared open-mouthed at the beast emerging from beneath the ground then squeezed out a whisper. “The child.”
 
   A trap. I hated being right. 
 
   Just as much as I hated what I had to do next.
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER 10
 
    
 
   I wanted no argument and made that clear with my tone. “I’ll go. You two stay here.”  When Tony stood, I shook my head. “If I don’t reach the little girl, you won’t either, so don’t follow me.”
 
   When Tony opened his mouth to argue, I gave a pointed look at Gabby whose attention remained locked on the kid. 
 
   He caught my meaning to watch out for her, but clearly struggled to make the right choice. At the blowhard’s core, he was male and had probably been raised to protect females, but based on what had happened with that deadly vine, we both knew I had the best shot at saving that child. Even Tony had to admit that I was far faster than either of them. 
 
   With a reluctant nod, he finally said, “Don’t hit a pothole, Xena.” 
 
   The whole exchange took seconds I couldn’t afford to waste so I had no time to ask what a pothole was. 
 
   Gabby had been paralyzed by the deadly scene unfolding until I gave her shoulder a quick squeeze of encouragement, ignored her terror and shoved to my feet. I took off running toward the child. 
 
   “Rayen!” Gabby shouted behind me, delayed reaction kicking in.
 
   I couldn’t turn around. Had to trust Tony to do his part to hold Gabby back and keep her safe. This was now a foot race against the roaring creature that had emerged all the way out of the ground. Dull orange scales with bright blue swirling lines covered its body in dizzying patterns. 
 
   It shook off dirt like a wet dog and swung its enormous head toward where Tony and Gabby hovered at the tree line. 
 
   I risked a glance over my shoulder, relieved to see that Tony restrained Gabby. They were in the open, but not far from the jungle’s edge. 
 
   Booming steps rocked the ground.
 
   I whipped my head back into the race.
 
   The strange croco-monster had dropped down on four of its limbs and ran with a side-to-side movement at a thundering speed. Bulging black eyes streaked with yellow veins flared wildly at me then dismissed me as too insignificant to get in the way of reaching its initial, and easier prey–the little girl. Two thick arms dangled from the monster’s upper body. Hands large enough to rip a human body in half or swat a grown man into next week had three thick-boned fingers each, with curled claws. 
 
   This was not the Beast that had chased me in the desert. This was worse. 
 
   The child let out a hair-splitting cry. 
 
   With the ground shifting the closer the monster came, I did a quick double-step to stay on my feet. 
 
   Forcing my legs to spin faster, I matched pace with the monster and angled my body into a headon collision course. I waved my arms and shouted wildly for the child to get up and escape. 
 
   She didn’t move.
 
   “Get away. Move. Run!” I bellowed. Using all I had left, I sprinted the last few yards toward her. 
 
   The little girl crawled to her knees, twisting about, staring at the monster. Wide-eyed, her panicked cry was drowned out by the thud, thud, thud of the predator bearing down on her. 
 
   With an extra surge, I threw myself toward her, scooping her with my arms and hitting the ground hard, rolling to the right. But I had her safely cocooned. 
 
   The ground rumbled and vibrated as the croco-monster catapulted past. So close I could smell its strange sour odor, feel the blast of its hide scrape my upper arms.
 
   Safe?
 
    Not hardly. Maybe Tony had been right to focus on the pod to get out of this place. 
 
   Pushing back to my feet and hugging the child to me, I made a quick sprint to the jungle edge on the other side from Gabby and Tony. I careened around, facing the back of the monster. It skidded to a stop, snorting and stomping the ground. 
 
   The little girl in my arms quivered. Too scared to make a noise. I felt her heart beating like bird wings as I stepped deeper into the jungle edge. I moved us behind the biggest, baddest palm-like frond, hoping to soothe her by being hidden.
 
   Where was the monster?
 
   Had it given up chasing me and the child. Why? 
 
   I heard shouting. Inhaling air into my starved lungs, I shifted the child against my chest and eased back out into the open space until I could see Gabby and Tony. They waved their hands and shouted taunts at the croco-monster. 
 
   They were the reason the monster had lost interest in us, but that appeared to be the extent of Tony and Gabby’s planning.
 
   How was I going to keep those two from being eaten?
 
   I couldn’t leave the little girl alone. Neither could I risk her life by rushing back into the monster’s path.
 
   Before I came up with a plan, the creature lunged forward and barreled toward Tony and Gabby who stopped yelling and turned to run back toward the jungle.    
 
   Chugging air as if I’d never get enough, I set the girl on the ground. 
 
   She crumpled to her knees, clinging to my leg as a lifeline. 
 
   “Stay here. You’ll be okay,” I gasped, trying to untangle my legs without harming her and hoping she understood my words. I patted her feather-light hair to keep her calm. Would she stay put? 
 
    No time to think as a cry of wild noises went up from deep in the jungle on Gabby and Tony’s side of the clearing. 
 
   But Gabby and Tony had stopped shouting. They were looking around then all of a sudden stood transfixed at the edge of the clearing. 
 
   Who, or what, was making all that noise? 
 
   “Keep going!” I leaned forward to punctuate my words with my body. I waved at Gabby and Tony, yelling, “Don’t stop. Run!”
 
   Neither one moved, two bodies as rigid as trees. 
 
   What was wrong with them? 
 
   In a blink, twenty children varying in ages, sizes and looks exploded from the jungle on both sides of Gabby and Tony. The newcomers raced toward the monster, rather than away. 
 
   There were others in this place. And they were crazy. 
 
   None appeared younger than ten or older than me. All of them followed a tall male I’d call a boy, who appeared to be seventeen or eighteen. Hard muscle wrapped his body and he carried a rough-looking spear as a warrior would. 
 
   Not a boy. And dangerous. 
 
   He took two long strides on powerful legs and used his forward movement to throw his spear, stabbing the croco-monster between plating in its chest. 
 
   The monster bounced back as if it had hit an invisible wall, then fell over on its side, writhing in pain. A couple of the kids levitated, hovering in the air over the beast, shouting taunts and waving sticks and fists. 
 
   How’d they do that?
 
   Even from here, I could see the terror in Tony and Gabby’s faces. 
 
   I pulled my leg free of the child’s grip and took a step toward them.
 
   Something sharp stuck me in the back, and felt like it broke the skin. 
 
   Swinging around, I almost tripped on the little girl as I prepared to fight whatever had hit me...two boys maybe twelve or thirteen at the most. Both pointed lethal looking, if primitive, spears at my chest. Where had these boys come from? The jungle?
 
   Finding more people here would be good news if not for these two trying to skewer me. 
 
    The boys wore ragged, mud-splattered tunics to their knees. One youngster had flame-red hair spiraling out from his head and his face was mottled in leaf-colored hues on one side of his forehead. Skin colors that shifted and changed to pale yellows. The other boy had brown hair to his shoulders and glowing purple eyes.    
 
   Was everything in this place weird? And deadly? Even little boys? 
 
   That redhaired one was the shorter of the two and had a threatening look for someone that young. He ordered, “Get down on your knees. Hands on your head.”
 
   Good news? I understood their words. But I ignored his order, demanding, “Who are you?” 
 
   They pointed the razor-sharp tips closer to my chest. “Move, and you die.” 
 
   And I’d thought the school had been a trial.
 
   My back stung where one of them had already stabbed me. Nothing worse than a cut...as long as that stick had no poison on the tip. 
 
   So I know what poison is? 
 
   This was not the time to add a check mark to my ongoing list of what I did and didn’t know. What I knew for certain right now was that this little warrior meant what he said. 
 
   But I didn’t care. “That thing.” I hitched my shoulder toward the still-roaring croco-monster. “Is going to kill...my friends.”   
 
   “They’re safe...from the croggle.”
 
   “A croggle?” I glanced over my shoulder. Ah, the monster. “If this is just my scrambled brain having a nightmare, I hope I wake up soon,” I muttered and gently untangled my foot again from the child at my ankles. When I did, both boys looked down. 
 
   Not trained very well to lower their guard so easily.
 
    I twirled around, catching both spears at once and pitching them aside then spun back to check on Gabby and Tony. Same spot. 
 
   What was that monster, the croggle, doing? 
 
      Nothing, because that band of shrieking children were beating it for all they were worth. They used a net of woven vines, crude three-pronged weapons, clubs and spears like the two boys had held on me. Their mighty leader called out orders and took the lead in beating on the croggle. 
 
   Why didn’t he just grab another spear and kill the thing?
 
   Did he want to kill it or was he only training his little warriors? The kids I’d seen floating before were no longer in the air, but had joined the others. Maybe their ability to remain airborne was limited. 
 
    I took a step and heard from behind me, “Last warning. You move, you die, tek-nah-tee.”  
 
   What was a tek-nah-tee? 
 
   When I turned around, both kids had their weapons again. How’d they manage that without my seeing them? I’d pitched the long sticks a good distance to my right, far enough I should have heard or seen them going for the spears. 
 
   Didn’t matter. I had to get to Gabby and Tony. But if I ran toward my friends, one of these two–or both–might gut me with a spear.
 
   Maybe I could move us in that direction. “Why aren’t you helping your friends with that monster?”  Neither one answered. “What are all of you doing here?”  I made sure they heard the lack of patience in my voice. “What is this place?”
 
   Still no answer. 
 
   The little girl huddled in the same spot near my legs, eyes glazed over in shock, probably over how she got here since she wasn’t dressed like this bunch. 
 
   I had a hunch that she’d gotten spit out of a pod, too. 
 
   I could appreciate that scared, shaky feeling.
 
   More annoyed this time, Red Hair raised his voice. “Down on your knees. Now!”
 
   “No.”  I waited to see if either one would make a move. When all they did was exchange a look of confusion with each other, I angled my head around to see how the battle was going. 
 
   Their tall leader had a club in one hand and something that could be a sword in the other, not giving the monster–croggle–an inch. Stab. Thwack. Stab. He had golden-brown hair and strange light purplish skin with aqua and dark-blue markings. Broad shoulders and muscled arms that swung a club the size of my leg with no more effort than if he held a thin stick. 
 
   But spearing the thick-hided creature with sharp points and clubbing it just enraged the thing rather than scaring it off or killing the monster.
 
   In spite of now being stretched out on the ground, the croggle howled all of a sudden and lashed out with its giant tail, knocking two children out cold.
 
   Then it rolled onto its belly, trying to right itself. 
 
   I could hear the boys behind me suck in their breaths. 
 
   Things were not looking good for the humans–assuming anyone present was human–and here I stood being useless, pinned in place by two half-sized guards. 
 
   No way.
 
   I twisted toward the boys once more, surprising them for the second time when I yanked away both spears. “I need these.”
 
   Mouths open, they stared at their empty hands.
 
   Nodding at the little girl at my feet, I shouted, “Take care of her.” 
 
   And I was off.
 
   To commit suicide? Possibly, but I’d bet there were kids with spears standing behind Gabby and Tony, too. I couldn’t just hang around and wait for that croggle thing to kill the attackers then go after Gabby and Tony the minute it got tired of being beaten.
 
   And to be perfectly honest, charging toward a threat felt bone-deep right, as odd as that sounded. As natural as breathing, I knew I’d done this before...somewhere. 
 
   I was almost upon the monster before the other kids noticed me. The guy in charge whipped around with shock riding his face then a fierce mask slipped into place. The younger ones seemed confused, as if trying to figure out if I was friend or foe. 
 
   No time to explain. 
 
   The leader kept his gaze on me, all the while roaring orders at the children, drawing them away from the croggle, and me. 
 
   Tossing down one spear to free up a hand, I flipped the other spear over in my right hand into a natural position for attack. Energy swirled in my chest, like before, but faster and stronger. Power shot through my arms and legs until I thought it would consume me. 
 
   Using my speed to run up the blunt scaly tail of the croggle, I pushed off and landed on its back. When my momentum slowed at the thing’s neck, I clenched a curved horn sticking out the back of its head to hold myself steady as it moved underneath me.  My muscles expanded and thickened with every blasting beat of my heart. 
 
   The spear began to smolder under my fingers as if burning. 
 
   That was new. 
 
   I ignored everything except focusing on killing this threat, and trusting instincts I sensed were as much a part of me as the strange energy building inside me. I didn’t think I could reach the monster’s side eyes, or break through the skull to its brain. But I had to try.
 
   When I drew back with the spear, a row of scales around the neck flapped out and back, out and back. Breathing? 
 
   Just as had happened in the jungle when I battled the vine, more energy rushed through me, but this time it was like molten lava. 
 
    I held the spear poised above the neck flaps.
 
   The monster exhaled. Its scales flipped open.
 
   A shout of “Tenadori” burst from my throat. I thrust the spear downward between scales in the neck. 
 
   The sharpened stick struck membrane that resisted. 
 
   My muscles bunched. Heat exploded through my body and rocketed through my arms. I powered another shove deeper into the monster until something inside gave with a spurt of stinking gray-blue ooze that spewed out.
 
   The croggle thrashed hard, tossing me like a leaf, high and far, in an arc through the air. 
 
   I slammed on my back, knocking the breath out of me. My lungs begged for oxygen. After a few seconds I sucked in air, head ringing and the rest of me feeling like a flattened bug. My body complained from head to toe, but I pushed up on my elbows in time to see the monster spasm again, glow bright then explode into blue flames. 
 
   The high-pitched squeal of an animal in agony rolled on and on until the thing shuddered once more and collapsed on the ground with so much force I felt the blast in my chest.
 
   Scales curled back in the intense heat that blew away from the monster and rushed across the flattened grasses, scorching my skin just like the desert had earlier. 
 
   That seemed years ago.
 
   Young voices started shouting in anger then a deep male voice boomed orders to back away and said something else I couldn’t hear. 
 
   Probably the leader. 
 
   But the monster was dead. A croggle, whatever that was. Within seconds, the thing turned into a bubbling mass of scorched skin and scales. 
 
   I’d never get that acrid smell out of my nose. My head spun from the effort of pushing myself up. I let my aching head thud back to the ground, unable to force my body to move another inch.      
 
   Gabby started yelling and chaos erupted. 
 
   I should move. Get to Gabby and Tony. 
 
   Can’t breathe yet. Wheeze, pain, wheeze.
 
   Who were these people, all kids, and that older boy? A guy, I corrected myself. Anyone that powerfully built was no boy. 
 
   But why did everyone sound so angry? The threat was dead.
 
   Thoughts skittered through my head. I coughed and pulled in air, breathing in short gasps, staring up during brief snatches of lucidity.
 
    Purple sky. Single red moon.
 
   No green streaks now. 
 
   I closed my eyes, hearing a groan. Mine. I hoped Gabby and Tony were safe now that the croggle was dead.
 
   Quiet. Then footsteps marching toward me. That same deep voice I’d been hearing ordered, “Stand up.”  
 
   I opened my eyes. The violet-skinned leader’s face suddenly shifted into view. Hair, more gold than brown now, fell to his shoulders. Were my eyes playing games with me? His hair changed to multi-colored browns, grays, and burnt orange, all muted colors. Interesting. 
 
   Different, but interesting.
 
   Brown and black straps that looked like leather crisscrossed his chest, if such a thing as leather existed here. Loops on the straps held dagger-type knives and flat metallic discs with jagged hooks. Throwing blades. He wore woven links of the leathery material around his waist like a belt that drooped over a short groin covering created out of a plum-colored tanned hide. A longer blade hung at his hip. Bold aqua and deep-blue designs slashed along legs of roped muscle that stopped at short, dark-gray boots with orange and green fur. 
 
   Strange didn’t end there.
 
   His eyes were unusual, too. Almost too light to be human and they were first aqua then hazel...now reddish-brown and glowing with fury. I noted several of the kids with similar skin, but theirs changed as if shifting from camouflage colors to one shade of violet.
 
   Maybe I’d hit my head too hard. Again.
 
   The dark markings, graphics actually, on the leader’s skin remained fixed in place. I had a feeling that meant something significant about him. 
 
   He repeated, “Stand. Up.”  But with more force. 
 
   Hopefully, I could reason with him since I’d helped slay their monster. I forced myself to roll over onto my stomach and pushed to my knees then my feet. When I stood I had to bend my neck to look up at him. 
 
   He studied me from the ground up, much like someone would observe a new species. Had he not seen a girl before? 
 
   An idea came to me. 
 
   Back when I first met Gabby, I’d thought shaking hands was a form of friendship. I dug through my brain for any help. I believed it was a sign of not being hostile so I took the risk of extending my hand.
 
   He ignored me, his eyes burning like hot coals when his nostrils flared in anger. 
 
   I’d been sure that shaking was some universal sign of non-enemy, but maybe not. 
 
   “Two hands,” the leader demanded, voice as grim as his face. 
 
   I didn’t think I was familiar with this greeting. Then again, I don’t know what I do and don’t know. It wasn’t as though I could remember ever being taught protocols any more than I knew where I’d learned how to fight. And I definitely didn’t remember ever being chased by a morphing beast or fighting a croggle, but I’d survived both, so I saw no problem in going along with the request, even as terse as it sounded.
 
   I stuck out my other hand, both palms up to show I was no threat.
 
   The leader raised his spear to my throat. “Don’t move.”
 
   I figured that out on my own. 
 
   A skinny kid around fourteen I hadn’t noticed before came out of nowhere and lashed red vines around both of my wrists before I could blink. 
 
   I glared at the leader. Purple just topped the list of my least favorite colors. “A little unappreciative after I helped you kill that thing.”
 
   “You destroyed it.”
 
   “Agreed.” I enjoyed a moment of pride over having the skill–and strange internal power–to defeat a monster that huge. Something flickered in my memory. 
 
   A ceremonial moment after I’d completed a similar kill. 
 
   But the look on the leader’s face didn’t say thank you. 
 
   Instead he snarled, “You destroyed all the croggle, leaving not an inch of skin or bones to be used. You ruined meat that could have fed our village for two weeks. And now that we have to deal with your arrival our hunting trip is curtailed.”
 
   Just. My. Luck. “Only trying to help you keep these children safe.”
 
   A female, maybe sixteen, stepped up to the leader. So there were girls here. She wore a muted burgundy tunic with a braided gold edge that stopped short of her knees and ankle-high skin boots like the rest of them. The boots were made of material that reminded me of animal skin, supple and breathable. Her hair fell in dark ringlets woven of blond and black, surrounding a stunning face...until her dull gray eyes slapped me with icy hatred. 
 
   Ignoring my claim about trying to help, the leader spoke to the girl. “Is the child safe, Etoi?”
 
   “Yes, Callan.”
 
   “Did you contain the other two?”
 
   “Yes. The second team has them bound and waiting for your signal to return to the village.”  
 
   Just as I’d figured, this group had caught Gabby and Tony. 
 
   What little good will I had toward anyone at this point was quickly sliding away, but I had to stay calm until I could figure out how to free Gabby and Tony. And after that, a way for the three of us to escape. 
 
   I’d draw on that strange energy inside me when the time came. I just had to be careful around these small children.
 
   This Callan guy wheeled around to address the glum-faced pack of children circling him. They ranged in ages from ten to fifteen with mixed eye, hair and skin colors as if none were related, but dressed in three basic colors–mostly browns, a smattering of deep-reds and one golden color. 
 
    Their leader might be older than me, maybe even eighteen or nineteen now that I’d studied him more. Hard to tell when someone had the honed edge of a warrior. He told his band, “We’ll find another food source we can defeat, or we’ll find something better for food. But now we must return to the village.” I heard a couple of rumbling grumbles, quickly suppressed. The leader obviously had the unhappy group under control.
 
   Someone poked me with the tip of a spear to get me moving. “Ouch.” I called out to Callan, “Would you tell them to stop stabbing me?”
 
   He again ignored me, striding ahead to lead the way.
 
   Just let me get my hands on another spear and I’d put a couple of holes in him. As I had no choice but to follow, I asked him, “Why are you taking us prisoner?”  
 
   He didn’t slow his stride or turn around. Instead he ordered, “Silence, tek-nah-tee.”
 
   That word again. What did it mean? 
 
   Hopefully someone at this village we were going to was more open-minded than this guy. 
 
   The two boys behind me spoke between themselves. One mumbled, “What do you think he’ll do with three tek-nah-tees?”
 
   When the second boy answered, his voice was flush with respect...or fear. “What would you do if a tek-nah-tee killed your brother the way his died? You saw what–”
 
   “Don’t talk about that. I couldn’t eat for two days after seeing the vid of what happened to him.” 
 
   Who was this “he” they were talking about? Their leader?
 
   Should I be more concerned about being thought of as a tek-nah-tee, whatever that was, or finding out what this Callan had in mind for us?
 
   Both sounded deadly and unavoidable. 
 
    
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER 11
 
    
 
   There had to be a way to escape without harming a child, but I hadn’t come up with it yet and only young ones surrounded me. And even if I did figure that out, I wasn’t sure I could get Gabby and Tony free fast enough before one of these miniature terrors speared them. And the sticks they used were lethal. 
 
   I followed the blond-haired girl called Etoi who plodded along behind the leader. Callan. Nice name that didn’t reflect his personality. 
 
   I raised my voice. “Where’re we going, Callan?”
 
   Not a word or motion of acknowledgment. Again. He just kept marching at a brutalizing pace through the thick and muggy forest. If he followed a path, I was having a hard time detecting it, especially with the way the jungle grew back so quickly. Something niggled in my memory that I should be able to read a trail. But why?
 
   I spoke louder this time. “Who are you people?” 
 
   Etoi made a disparaging sound in her throat, “You teks really think we’re so easily fooled?”
 
   I was tired of being called names I didn’t recognize, but doubted Etoi would believe me if I argued that I did not know what a tek was. Would she answer if I made it sound as though I talked to her this time instead of Callan? “Is the village far?” 
 
   Silence. 
 
   “Is the village your home?”  I pecked away at her, going for tiny bits of information in hopes she’d slip and give me something.
 
   Etoi shook her head until her ringlets danced. She chuckled sarcastically, but finally spoke, emphasizing her words that had a funny accent beneath them. “Don’t be a dugurat.”
 
   “A dugurat?”
 
   “As if you don’t know,” Etoi muttered. “You put them here.”
 
   Walking third captive in line behind me, Tony spoke up. “Think she just called you a moron in another language, Xena.”
 
   I cast him a droll glare over my shoulder. 
 
   Gabby, who was right behind me cut in. “Astute observation from someone who has probably been called that in every language.”
 
   When I faced forward, Etoi turned around, walking backwards. “Make fun all you want because you will–”
 
   “Enough, Etoi.” Callan cut her off. 
 
   Her eyes transmitted a promise of retaliation for getting her yelled at, as if I’d caused her to be in trouble. She spun around and stomped away.
 
   “Never thought I’d miss being at school,” Gabby murmured as she moved closer behind me. 
 
   I gave a quick check over my shoulder at Gabby. She now wore a wary, distant look I started to think might be the first honest face she’d shown since I’d met her. 
 
   She trudged along looking like some exotic flower left out in the heat too long. Her ponytails and ribbons drooped, as did her shoulders.
 
   Next to the droopy flower, I probably looked like a wilted weed. But I had a sense of this being my normal state.  
 
   Trudging along two steps behind Gabby, Tony had a grim set to his mouth and squared shoulders. As if he’d felt me watching him for a moment, he lifted his eyes and gave a half-smile with as much humor as a man going to his death. “The teachers will never believe us if we make it back to the Institute.” 
 
   What could matter so much for him to worry more about a school project than the trouble we faced? I tried to encourage him. “We’ll get out of this.”  
 
   A sharp poke in my ribs took my breath. 
 
   I swung back around to face forward and found Etoi walking backwards again with one of the sword-type weapons. Some kind of grayish-brown hardwood with the tight grain of dense wood that had been honed to a lethal edge and deadly tip. Her lips thinned with menace. That’s when I noticed Callan had moved several long strides ahead of her, providing Etoi a chance to speak freely again. 
 
   Fueling my own expression with plenty of foul mood from a long day chocked with pain, I lifted my vine-wrapped hands in a quick move and shoved the tip of her sword away from my chest.
 
   She flipped the blade back in place just as quickly. “I’m not one of the children to easily disarm.”  Her smile promised pain if I gave her reason to justify slashing my stomach open. In fact, her expression dared me to fight back so she’d have an excuse. “You have no value here and would be wise to remember that.”
 
   She seemed to like hearing herself talk. I changed my tactic to a more friendly approach. “At least tell me where here is.”
 
   “Don’t act as stupid as you look, tek-nah-tee.”
 
   I turned that on her. “If you’re as intelligent as you look, you’d realize I’m telling the truth and have no idea what a tek-nah-tee is or where I am.”  A pretty consistent state of mind for me today.  
 
   Tight lines across her face eased in thought. She clearly considered whether I spoke the truth, but in the end she scoffed at me. “Don’t think to play tricks with me. They won’t work. You know very well where you are since there is no way for you to be here without a tek knowing. And what’s that on your leg? We don’t wear anything like that.” She pointed to the restraint banding my ankle.
 
    I hesitated to answer. I didn’t want to say I’d been cuffed as a security measure since that would give this bunch even more reason to think of me as a threat. 
 
   Etoi’s smug smile deepened. “Obviously another tek device you plan to use against us.” 
 
   “You’re wrong.”  
 
   Quick as a thought, Callan was once again marching only one step ahead of Etoi, his back an imposing figure that dwarfed her. She didn’t realize he’d returned. He swung his head around, dark eyes scanning over his shoulder. His gaze settled first on me, pausing long enough for me to cock an accusatorial eyebrow at him that turned his face even harder, then his eyes landed impatiently on Etoi.
 
   He spoke in a quiet voice ripe with iron authority. “Take a flank position, Etoi.” 
 
   She tensed at having been caught disobeying his earlier order to be silent and clenched her lips in a rigid line before nodding. Moving six feet to my right, she took point over a string of children walking parallel with our line. 
 
   I slowed briefly, thinking. How’d I know the word point meant to take the lead? Another puzzle piece slipped through my fractured thoughts.
 
   No one deviated from that arrow-straight direction until we approached a puke-green fog hovering just above the low-growing jungle vegetation. I could probably stretch my hands from one side to the other across the patch of mist.  
 
   “Is that green crap what I’m smellin’ that stinks so bad?” Tony asked no one in particular. “What is that stuff?”
 
   Callan lifted his hand and signaled to his line of children as he angled his direction to avoid the green mist.
 
   Never-let-it-go Tony quipped, “You fight monster croggles, but you’re afraid of a little fog?”
 
   When Callan once again didn’t respond, Etoi couldn’t pass up an opportunity as her group came closer to ours with Callan’s shift in direction. She clearly wouldn’t be silenced for long, which made me wonder at her status in this group. Her smile lacked kindness when she said, “As if you don’t know the fog will peel the skin off your bones...slowly, and painfully. However, if you wish to pretend otherwise, by all means step into it. I’d enjoy hearing you scream.”
 
   Tony scoffed at her. “Dream on, babe.”  
 
   Guess she didn’t rank being called sweet cheeks or sweet cakes. 
 
   In the next few steps, the fog was just ahead and to the left of Callan as he shifted the line right, giving the stench zone a wide berth. 
 
   I wrinkled my nose at the rotting sweet-sour smell. Just how dangerous could a patch of green translucent fog be? 
 
   As deadly as a pretty flower? 
 
   What gave it the rotting odor?
 
   I tossed a warning over my shoulder to Tony and Gabby. “Let’s not test it, okay?”
 
   Tony answered, “Got no plans to touch any of this crap even if it does sound like Amazon girl’s only tryin’ to yank our chains.”
 
   Etoi pointed at a small, pink lizard-looking creature with a perfectly round head and eyes at the ends of two prongs that stuck off the top. “Perhaps the eegak will teach you a lesson.”  She aimed her wooden sword to prod the funny-looking lizard that had brown and white dots splattered across its pink body. It scurried between the broad leaves of low-growing plants, the pencil-shaped body and tail stretched as long as my forearm. 
 
   All at once, the lizard paused, head sticking up, tongue flickering. Etoi poked the sword tip again and the lizard took off at a run, bulging eyes locked ahead as it raced and lunged into the fog.
 
   At first contact, the lizard squealed a hideous high-pitched sound as its skin literally peeled off its little body. Small legs kicked at a phantom attacker as it writhed in a grotesque ball of muscle and bone. And then pifft, like water hitting a hot surface, it disappeared. 
 
   That explained the disgusting smell.
 
   Gabby gagged as if she was going to throw up. “Gross.”
 
   Tony just whistled. “Daa-yum.”
 
   Out of the corner of my eye, I watched Etoi’s calm face during the whole event. I asked, “It doesn’t bother you to see something innocent die that way?”
 
   She kept marching forward as she spoke. “Most animals know to avoid the fog unless they’re being chased, except for the eegak. They are almost as stupid as a dugurat who has no survival instinct.” Then she added,  “Nothing innocent should die, but–” Her gaze slid to me with lethal intent. “Teks aren’t innocent.”  
 
   Callan must have had enough of her. “Etoi, go ahead to alert Mathias of our arrival.” 
 
   That must have been something she wanted to do. Lowering her head, Etoi took off, quickly passing Callan and disappearing into the jungle ahead of him at a fast trot. 
 
   Would Mathias be the he I’d heard those boys talking about earlier? The one we were marching toward? The possibility that he might be more dangerous than Callan had me making another attempt at communication. “Is Mathias in charge of this place?”
 
   Callan still ignored me. 
 
   At the mention of Mathias, the mottled, colored skin on most of the kids started moving, changing shape and position, even to different colors on some. 
 
   But nothing moved on Callan’s skin. 
 
   I couldn’t really fault him for his silence. A wise warrior reveals little to the enemy.  
 
   Who’d taught me these lessons that fluttered into my mind as if sent on the wind? 
 
   Callan lifted his hand and extended one finger up. 
 
   The children who had been flanking us moved over to our main line, some filling in gaps between me, Gabby and Tony.  I glanced back to catch Gabby’s eye and she nodded, letting me know she was fine for now even if we were too far apart to hear each other without yelling. 
 
   Tony gave me a similar nod and mouthed, We’re with ya, Xena. 
 
   We might be in trouble up to our armpits, but we were finally in this together. First time I really believed that since we’d landed here.
 
   In the next few steps, Callan and our party emerged from the jungle into a wide-open area...completely shrouded in another green fog.
 
   But this band of green mist was huge, rising three times as tall as me and spreading a half-mile wide.
 
   Had Callan marched us here just to force me, Gabby and Tony into a mist dense enough to kill all three of us? If so, Callan had better be prepared to die, because I wouldn’t go meekly to my death, or allow any of my group to step a foot into that stuff without a fight.  
 
   “We’re not going in there,” I warned him. 
 
   The stoic warrior finally turned to acknowledge me. “You’ll not be harmed if you follow directly behind me and your other two follow you.”
 
   Could I trust anyone in this place? No. I didn’t know how I’d called up the strange energy that had helped me stop the killer flower and defeat the croggle, but I believed I could call it forth again if someone pushed me to defend myself and the other two.
 
   I slowed my pace and asked, “What if we don’t follow you?” 
 
   Callan took a moment answering, a tight smile playing around his mouth as if he looked forward to a worthy opponent. “Please resist. Not that I need more proof that you are tek-nah-tee who have killed nineteen of our smallest children–so far. But it would simplify my life to gain a decision now instead of later. The question is what do you think I will do if you refuse to follow?”
 
   In other words, walk forward and risk entering this fog that we might not be immune to even if Callan and his followers were, or stand firm and end up gutted. 
 
   Tough call since he thought the three of us were tek-nah-tees who’d killed children...and someone’s brother. I could understand wanting to punish anyone who harmed those unable to defend themselves, but even without knowing my true identity I was sure I could never hurt an innocent. Especially a little one. 
 
   I would not willingly die–or let Gabby and Tony pay the price–for someone else’s crimes. 
 
    
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER 12
 
    
 
   Faced with choosing between entering fog that could flay us alive and facing a pack of weapon-wielding opponents, even if they were kids, I picked what I hoped was the better of the two options. 
 
   I told Callan, “I’ve never harmed a child and I saved that young girl from the croggle. We’re not this tek-nah-tee thing you keep accusing us of being. A warrior’s word is worth his life. If you give yours that you’re telling the truth, we’ll follow you, but if either Gabby or Tony are harmed you’d better hope I don’t live. Because I will make you pay.”  
 
   Callan took my measure with a steady, clear-eyed gaze and said, “I give my word that I speak the truth. If you and your friends remain in line along with the others, the three of you will pass through the fog with no harm.”
    
      
    
 
   The word friends raised something strong within me. A sense of bond I couldn’t assign to the brief relationship I had with Gabby and Tony, but at this point we were in this nightmare together and had to depend on each other. And it wasn’t as though I knew if I had any friends or not. 
 
   Could I accept this unknown guy’s word? 
 
   Did I have a choice at this point? No. “Thank you.”
 
   He leaned close and added, in a far more menacing tone, “I’ve also given my word to destroy every tek-nah-tee I meet as long as I draw a breath. I swore my life to this vow. Do not test me again.” 
 
   I knew when I was butting my head against a rock wall and nodded to Mount Callan to show my acknowledgement. Angling around, I snagged Gabby and Tony’s attention and called back, “They’re going to make a path. Stay exactly behind the person in front of you.”
 
   Gabby paled but her eyes sharpened with determination. She swung around, speaking to Tony, then she and Tony faced forward, both giving me tense nods of understanding. 
 
   I hoped I wasn’t leading them to their deaths when I told Callan, “We’re ready.”
 
   The leader gave me another look of promised retribution then turned his back to me and raised his arms. A spear clutched in one hand and the other hand empty. He spoke in a strange language, murmuring until the fog parted, rolling back to the right and left, leaving a three-foot-wide tunnel. Just enough room to move through while still needing to be careful. Then he strode forward. 
 
   What had Tony just said a few moments ago? Daa-yum. 
 
   I followed, tensing when I felt the cool residue of the fog tingle on my skin, but no burning sensation. Fifty steps ahead the tunnel finally ended at a massive cavern-like space enclosed by the towering fog on all sides, but open overhead. Looking up, the sky reminded me of the striking blue one that had spanned from horizon to horizon back at the Institute, except this one undulated from a deep blue-purple shade to a vibrant red-purple. And that blood-red moon glared down on us. 
 
   I didn’t know anything about the school I’d left, but right now I agreed with Gabby about missing that place. 
 
   At least the school had made more sense than wherever we were now. Once Gabby, Tony and all the warrior children behind me were inside the misty barrier, the path through the fog closed. 
 
   With my group safe for the moment, I turned around and took in the village. Some of the unusual trees and bushes had been cut down, leaving a few trunks high enough to be stools. But those trunks were strange shades, some mustard yellow and others blueish gray. Vines and branches crisscrossed above, stretching from tree to tree and covering an area three times the size of Mr. Suarez’s classroom. 
 
   Young children who stood no taller than my waist moved around inside this area, being watched or herded by others who were closer to thirteen or fourteen years old. Some of them sat around a pile of glowing rocks as if hovered over a campfire, but there were no flames. Others pounded what appeared to be plant fibers into cloth. Two little girls stood facing each other, a small orange gourd hovering in the air between them. It was suspended in air. No strings or levers visible. Another little boy with wild cinnamon hair levitated his body a good foot off the ground. Like the two had done while fighting the croggle.
 
   They all paused to take note of Callan’s return and us three strangers among them. 
 
   Silence swept around the interior walls of the village that appeared to be made of massive feathers strung on a vine running between trees. The feathers hung vertically side-by-side. All the colors imaginable, but there were more dust-brown feathers with vibrant red or orange streaks than any other. 
 
   I didn’t want to know what kind of bird had a feather as tall and wide as my body. 
 
   Callan handed his spear off to one of his half-sized soldiers, then turned to me. “You. Come with me.”
 
   “What about my–”
 
   A spear tip nipped me in the back, hard enough to break skin. Again. 
 
   I hissed at the new wound but followed the leader through a willowy hallway composed of more feathers. I heard multiple footsteps trailing behind, and could only hope Tony and Gabby were being herded to the same place as me. 
 
   I needed them close if the chance to escape presented itself, but I resisted the urge to turn around and earn one more hole in my back. I had enough cuts and bruises for one day, and figured I’d hear something if either of them were harmed. 
 
   And for once, I didn’t think Tony would stir up trouble. 
 
   But what about this Mathias that I was pretty sure I was about to meet? Would he be as hardheaded as that brute Callan ahead of me? 
 
   Hard to imagine, but based on my luck today I wouldn’t be surprised.  
 
   At the end of the passageway, I followed Callan into a room about twelve feet square. The corners were rounded where the giant feathers, solid mauve and lavender ones this time, overlapped. Just like the rest of the village I’d seen, this space also had no ceiling, and was open to the sky. 
 
   A female teen stood with her back to us while she listened to Etoi who spoke in a low, agitated voice. 
 
   “...they pretend to know nothing. One has the mark on his neck and a strange smell, another has some metal device on her leg, and still Callan brings this threat back to our village. Why did he not kill them when he could? You must tell Mathias–”
 
   “Zilya.” Callan announced his presence with a voice sharp as a knife slicing air. 
 
   Still standing with her back to us, the other girl, this Zilya I guessed, said, “That will be all, Etoi.”
 
   Color splashed her cheeks, but Etoi donned a calm expression and dipped her blond head at Zilya in a respectful manner then headed out through a different opening. She spared me a terse, just-wait glance on her way out.
 
   I smiled, showing just enough teeth to let her know she need not wait on my account. 
 
   A swish of movement drew my eyes back to finally see this Zilya. 
 
   She turned around gracefully, looking as though everything about her contained that same graceful quality, and paused. Her attention landed on Callan first, her eyes widening in question. His stern face didn’t budge. Her tunic-style gown was an odd yellowish, almost golden, material, not shiny, but elegant in its simplicity. Strange half-moon designs were sewn in a deeper burnished gold down the front. She stood eye-level to me, but her regal posture gave her the illusion of being taller. 
 
   Spikey, white-blond hair haloed over her head, so pale it reflected lavender highlights from the sky, luminous against the bright gold feathers of the wall at her back. She had a smattering of little raised, jewel-like dots, some maybe a sixteenth of an inch thick, and some the size of my smallest fingernail fanning out from her left eye. The dots started as black then shifted to iridescent as they spread across her high cheekbone. 
 
   I didn’t think she was beautiful so much as compelling, but I knew Tony would be drooling if he were standing here. 
 
   What about Callan? Was he as dazzled by her? 
 
   I cut my eyes at him. 
 
   His gaze bumped into mine, hung there a second studying me, then he looked away, frowning as if caught. 
 
   I turned back to the girl. Zilya took me in with one long, cool appraisal, but her voice lashed out at Callan. “I understand there are two others.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Bring them. Mathias will be here in a moment.”
 
   Callan didn’t move. 
 
   Zilya’s face softened when she added in a coy tone, “Don’t worry. I’ll be safe.” 
 
   That sounded so flirty-sweet it was nauseating. Either she didn’t see me as dangerous or she felt capable of defending herself. I wondered which. 
 
   He let out a huff of air. “I’m sure you can take care of yourself. Mathias may want to speak to each one independently.”
 
   Zilya’s mouth tightened as if intolerant of anyone countering her orders. “As I am council to the Governing House, I advise you to bring the other two here for Mathias.”  
 
   Some issue played out between them. I didn’t care as long as their friction didn’t have a negative bearing on Gabby, Tony or me. 
 
   Callan turned and disappeared through the opening. 
 
   I might as well start arguing in the defense of our position now. “You must believe I’m not a threat or you wouldn’t send your. . .your guard away.”
 
   She cocked her head at that, her eyes cold and calculating. “I am hardly defenseless and he is not my guard. I need no guard.” 
 
   If she’d seen what I did to that croggle, she might rethink her statement, but pointing that out would work against my goal of convincing someone in this place not to kill us. Before I could say anything else, another guy entered, striding so quickly the gold robe he wore whipped against his legs. 
 
   He stopped the minute he saw me. “Who is this?
 
   Zilya answered in a surprisingly humble tone. “One of the three captives, Mathias. I sent Callan for the other two.”
 
   So this was their leader? As tall as Callan, this Mathias might not match Callan in muscle tone, but he carried himself as a king, shoulders back, eyes ahead. He had skin darker than mine. Reminded me of Nicholas from back at school, except Mathias had warm eyes that held a depth of understanding that made him approachable. Strange for me to think that when he was in charge of this group and they had captured us. 
 
   His eyes didn’t fit his age. Not that he had lines or wrinkles, but he wore years of living on his face that said he’d seen far more than others with his seventeen or eighteen years. He asked me, “What are you doing here?”
 
   No matter where I went, I was doomed to be asked questions I couldn’t answer. “I don’t know.”
 
   Zilya interjected, “This is yet another tek trick, no doubt.”
 
   Mathias crossed his arms, irritation boiling in his face. “What new challenge have you brought to us?”
 
   “None.”  Who did these people think we were? “We’re not who you think we are.”
 
   Zilya answered, “In this sphere, you are either one of us or our enemy. There is no third option. So where does that leave you?”
 
   The enemy. Someone they claimed had killed children.
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER 13
 
    
 
   Muffled footsteps approached the chamber. I turned as Gabby and Tony entered the feather-encased room ahead of Callan.  
 
   Mathias moved over to stand alongside Zilya where they both faced us. Callan chose a position on the side where he could observe everyone. And look foreboding. 
 
   Gabby had the same red vine wrapped around her wrist as Tony and I did, but her forearms were now a deeper pink. Had the heat or humidity caused that, was it still a reaction to the fight with the killer-flower bush, or was her skin just extra sensitive? She stepped over to my right. 
 
   Tony stopped short behind me. “Your shirt’s torn and you’re bleeding. They stuck those spears in your back, didn’t they?”
 
   “It’s okay, Tony.”
 
   He stepped up beside me on my left, his dark eyes conveying rage at Callan. “She risks her life for your bunch of munchkin soldiers, or whatever those brats are out there, and you let them stab her?” 
 
   Callan might as well have been formed of granite, right down to his glare. Turning me into a sieve clearly didn’t bother him at all. 
 
    Ignoring Tony’s outburst, Zilya moved her head in tiny fractions as she considered the three of us, particularly Gabby. 
 
   That’s when Tony noticed Zilya. 
 
   I leaned over and whispered, “Shut your mouth, Jersey, unless you want to catch some demon fly in this place.”
 
   His mouth snapped shut and he speared me with a glare that felt more natural than his concern about my injured body. 
 
   Mathias addressed Callan. “Is it true we have a new portal site to watch?”
 
   “Yes, in the area where we killed the croggle two months back.” 
 
   By the subtle move of Mathias’s head, I had the feeling this was unwelcome news for some reason. Mathias spoke to Callan. “I understand these teks were trying to capture one of our new arrivals.”
 
   “Now wait a minute!” I snapped. “I saved that little girl from that croggle monster.” 
 
   Callan sliced a meaningful look at Mathias. “The child was unharmed when I arrived, but I still don’t know where they came from and she destroyed every piece of the croggle by torching it before we could harvest any of the parts.”
 
   The loathing Mathias swung at me this time turned his eyes a brutal shade of purple, almost black. “That meat would have fed us for several weeks. The bones and skin offered additional shelter for those who cannot create their own.”  
 
   I turned to Callan. “I had no idea that you intended to eat that thing.”  It sure hadn’t looked appetizing. But Callan was doing his stone-faced warrior impression. No help there so I turned back to Mathias. “I only attacked the monster because I thought it was going to hurt the children fighting it.”
 
   A silent conversation seemed to flow across Mathias and Callan’s hard gazes. Mathias finally nodded and said, “We haven’t explored every inch of this realm. I will allow that there could be...other captives.”  
 
   Captives like us...or did he mean they were captives?
 
   Unconvinced, Callan crossed his arms, the muscles in his biceps clenching and unclenching. “They did not arrive in the area we normally monitor when the stripes appear in the sky or we’d have seen them when they ejected.” He paused, his long fingers curled into fists, then he cast a suspicious look at my ankle. “What is that ring on your leg called?”
 
   I shrugged, trying to come up with a bland description that didn’t scream criminal.
 
   Unfortunately, Tony decided to help me out. “It’s an electronic monitoring device.” At the blank looks, he added, “You know. Remote surveillance via an electronic device attached to a person or vehicle.” He winked at me. “That way their whereabouts can be monitored using GPS which reports their position via a cell phone network back to a control center.”  
 
   “To control a prisoner?” Zilya offered. 
 
   Thanks, Tony. Why not tell them I was suspected of theft and destruction while you’re at it? 
 
   Tony swallowed and avoided looking at me. “No, it’s a tracking device.” He let out a dark chuckle. “But this place is kryptonite for technology.”
 
   “You think this is funny?” Zilya demanded, a frown creasing her face.
 
   Tony raised his bound hands. “It was a joke, sister. Just a joke.”  
 
   Her frown deepened. If I had dug a pit for myself, Tony threatened to turn it into a bottomless hole. But before I could kick him into silence Zilya spoke to Mathias. “They do not dress as us so they could be high-ranking tek-nah-tee. They may wear strange uniforms thinking to confuse or trick us.”
 
   Now we were being judged by what we wore? “What do our clothes have to do with anything? We’re not tek-nah-tees, whatever they are. We’re here by accident.” I hoped to distance myself, Tony and Gabby from whatever had killed children and the brother of somebody in this room. I felt certain the person those two boys had referenced as losing a brother was part of this discussion. Mathias or Callan? 
 
   I also wanted to alert Tony and Gabby that being a tek-nah-tee was not a positive point, and even worse that Zilya inferred we might be high-ranking. 
 
   Callan’s penetrating gaze cut across the room to me with the precision of a honed knife and held the warmth of an ice storm. “Does SEOH think us so stupid as to believe this ruse? To send a bunch of vid players in here to pretend to be what you’re not? To what purpose?”
 
   I lifted my hands, palms out, and shook my head. “I would love to know what someone in this place was talking about. I don’t know what CO is. What does C and O stand for?”
 
   Zilya’s glower suggested she addressed a moron. “Is this the part in your script where I spell S-E-O-H and explain who that monster is? So sincere sounding. Save your effort for when you stand in front of a recorder again, vid player.”  
 
   “I’m not a player or a vid whatever.”  Wait, had she said a vid? I did know what a vid was–the short version of video–and that players performed in them. At last, a reference point for things that were coming back to me in bits and pieces. 
 
   “A great loss to young tek-nah-tee males, no doubt,” Zilya sneered, then paused and said louder, “Our houses do not allow vids or fictitious tales shared. We are immune to your training.” 
 
   Gabby piped up, saying, “Sounds like a boring-ass house to grow up in, if you ask me.”
 
   Zilya scrutinized Gabby. After studying her closely, Zilya paused then her eyes flared with disbelief. “What house are you from?”
 
   Why did she say house as if it was more than a dwelling? 
 
   Gabby gave a wry laugh, letting everyone know she found Zilya’s question absurd. “This month? I’m stuck in a dorm room. No house, thanks to dear old dad.”
 
   Based upon Zilya’s blistering scowl, that had been the wrong answer. “They think everything is funny, Mathias. Shall we see how much they laugh when they face death?”
 
   His drawn-out sigh spoke of lost patience. 
 
   I doubted his could equal mine, but I was making no headway with the current conversation. Time for a different approach. “This is the truth. We don’t know where we are or how we got here. If you can tell us how to get back, we’ll be on our way.”
 
   Zilya started to speak, but fell silent when Mathias raised his hand.  “We will not release you to report back to SEOH.”
 
   Gabby muttered low, but not low enough. “What exactly are you accusing us of?”
 
   Zilya’s attention returned to Gabby in a way that sent spikes of worry running along my spine, especially when Zilya demanded, “Look at me.”
 
   Gabby straightened her spine and leaned forward, only her eyes defying Zilya. “Get your fill.”
 
   “Your eyes do not match.”
 
   Irritation rushed out with Gabby’s next breath. “Yeah, well. Some of us must rise above the mundane.”
 
   Reacting as if she’d been slapped, Zilya’s fingers tightened on the folds of her tunic then opened slowly with a forced effort. She ordered Gabby, “Show me your ears.”
 
   Gabby raised an eyebrow at Tony then me. He said nothing and I pushed up one shoulder, letting her know that while I thought it sounded ridiculous it was not an unreasonable demand. I hoped she wouldn’t antagonize Zilya further. 
 
   I checked Callan for a barometer of the room. He’d unfolded his arms and now had one hand clutching his chin in a thoughtful pose. Darker blond than his hair, his eyebrows were tucked low over his unusual, yet always intense, gaze. The unguarded moment vanished when he shifted his attention and caught me staring at him. His arms folded back over his chest and his chin cocked up with arrogance.  
 
   Lifting her constrained hands, Gabby brushed back lavender-and-yellow strands of hair that had fallen loose around her face. When she did, she exposed first her left ear that had six earrings spiked through the outer curve, each one a similar thin silver ring except for the last yin-yang shape hanging from a tiny wire at the lobe of that ear. When Gabby turned her head to show the other side, only the matching half of the yin-yang earring dangled from her right ear.
 
   I tucked away the fact that I recognized the yin-yang design, intending to ask Gabby about it later. Whatever she could tell me about the design might trigger more memories. 
 
   I’d have found nothing notable about her earrings if not for Zilya’s sharp intake of air and Mathias’s double blink in surprise. 
 
   Even Callan registered a moment of shock before hiding his reaction. 
 
   What could be so significant about jewelry? 
 
   I studied Zilya closer this time, noting the delicate earring shaped as a swan inside a sliver of moon that dangled at the base of her right ear. She wore only one more earring inserted above that one. A small cut stone that blazed gold. 
 
   Mathias seemed to want all the information before making a decision, which gave me hope. As the leader, he might weigh what we said and not be quick to order our deaths. When he spoke, he addressed all three of us. “Where are you from?”
 
   Tony said, “A school in Albuquerque, New Mexico.”  
 
   Mathias shook his head. “I know nothing of Albuquerque or New Mexico.” 
 
   Great, talk about hitting a wall in the conversation. Actually, beyond knowing the Sandia Mountains, I’d never heard of Albuquerque or New Mexico either before today, but I wasn’t admitting that. Recalling how Etoi had treated me like an idiot when I’d suggested this was her home, I asked Mathias, “How’d you come here?”
 
   Zilya answered instead. “Stop the ridiculous questions. Do you really think to convince us you are not tek-nah-tee?”
 
   “Not really.”
 
   Zilya’s face brightened, Mathias looked disgusted and Callan’s countenance took a deadly shift. 
 
   I explained, “If I knew what a tek-nah-tee was I could convince you we’re not that, but I have no idea what those are or where we are or how we got here. That puts us at a huge disadvantage in trying to prove our innocence.”
 
   Tony interjected, “Look at us and look at you. We obviously come from somewhere different. Show us a picture of a tek-nah-tee that looks like us. What else about us reminds you of them?”
 
   Every time Zilya’s attention landed on Tony her expression turned more evil. “I would say you smell like them, but you wear a scent clearly meant to confuse us.”
 
   “You mean the cologne I’m wearing? That’s Davidoff’s Hot Water.” Tony grinned. “It doesn’t confuse women where I come from, babe. It attracts them.”   
 
   “I admit that it does mask your stench.”
 
   “My what?”
 
   Mathias had been studying Tony and angled his head, peering closer at him. “You have a mark on your neck. Explain it.”
 
   Tony gave him a frown that questioned his IQ. “My tattoo? The Blood Scorpions...from Jersey.”  
 
   Mathias did that visual exchange with Callan again then ordered Tony, “Uncover the entire marking.”
 
   “No problem, dude.”  Tony reached for his collar and pulled the material aside, turning his head to show off the image I’d noted earlier. A twisted, deadly looking thing with a claw. I now recognized the art behind Tony’s ear as a scorpion, with another claw in the fold of his neck and a swirled tail sneaking down Tony’s back. 
 
   Tony grinned at Zilya with a wink. “Like it?”
 
   “There is no family banner as yet,” Mathias pointed out. 
 
   Tony rolled his eyes, insult sparking in his words. “What? The Blood Scorpions control the west side of Camden. That’s all anyone needs to know about touching me or my family.”
 
   Where Mathias and Zilya had turned wary of Gabby, they were not the least cautious of Tony. In fact, Zilya’s fingers quivered with a surge of anger. “Your arrogance knows no boundaries.”
 
   Gabby muttered, “She’s got your number, Jersey boy.”
 
   Tony held his bound arms in front of him, hands up. “It ain’t braggin’ if you can do it.”
 
   “Then you admit you are one of the mighty teks?” Zilya quizzed Tony.
 
   I opened my mouth to object and Callan warned me, “Do not interfere or this discussion ends now.”
 
   Meaning things could deteriorate further. Not good. 
 
   Callan had kept any show of his emotions locked down tight, everywhere but his eyes. Fury stoked his gaze to the fiery shade of brown. I could swear the colors on his skin shifted a tiny bit. So his markings did move. What caused that? Mathias and Zilya hated tek-nah-tees, but Callan wanted blood. 
 
   I clenched my jaw, forcing myself to remain silent when I smelled a trap being set for the Jersey Jerk.
 
   Tony swelled with the implication that they thought he was special. He gifted Zilya with a beaming smile. “Nobody handles technology better than me back home. I am the man.”
 
   Smiles could say a lot of things. 
 
   Zilya’s said she’d just heard the answer she wanted. 
 
   Mathias turned solemn, but pain and anger riddled his gaze. When he spoke to Tony, his words came out with quiet authority. “Enjoy your superiority for the short time you can. You shall be the first to pay for the transgressions of your people.” 
 
   “What’re you talkin’ about?”  Tony, brows furrowed, turned to me. “What’s goin’ on?”
 
   I couldn’t see a benefit in remaining silent at this point. “They think you’re a tek-nah-tee, Tony. Something or someone they believe to be their enemy.”
 
   Tony’s cockiness disappeared in a flash. “Whoa, everybody. That’s not me.” He swung a worried face to Mathias then Zilya. “I’m a geek guy. A babe magnet. A lover, not a fighter.”
 
   Zilya’s posture stiffened. Anger spiked her breathing. “First you want us to believe you are a genius of technology. Now you want me to believe you are not tek-nah-tee?”
 
   I had a feeling the less this girl talked to Tony, the better off the three of us would be. And if this conversation didn’t improve soon we’d face a bloody resolution. Forcing a calm in my voice I hoped would hide the worry squeezing my chest, I asked Mathias, “What’s it going to take to convince you we’re not whatever this tek person is? A strong ruler would be sure before jumping to conclusions.”
 
   His eyebrows tightened in a brief flinch at my subtle strike to his leadership skills, but he lifted his hand and all conversation paused. “Fine. You want a fair judgment, even though your kind is not acquainted with such practice? How did you travel here?”
 
   Tony jumped in, trying to be Mr. Helpful. “I can tell you that.”
 
   I bumped Tony’s leg with my foot, but he was undeterred. “Rayen here did some woo-woo with the computer and–”
 
   Callan broke in. “Computer?”
 
   Zilya froze.
 
   Mathias opened his mouth but said nothing. 
 
   “Yeah, a computer. Never seen one?” Tony asked, his ego expanding by the second.
 
   Mathias cut in. “Does this computer have a name?”
 
   Tony made a half-laughing noise deep in his throat. “They all have names. Mac, Apple, IBM, Dell and a pile of others.”
 
   Once again, Mathias shared another of those looks with Callan that hinted of communicating, but I read this one to mean the mention of a computer had been significant. But if I tried to keep Tony quiet now Callan would think I had something to hide and I sensed he was the one we should worry about most. 
 
   Addressing Tony once more, Zilya said, “You were explaining how you traveled here.”
 
   “Right. Where was I?”  Tony’s eyes lit up again and he nodded in my direction. “So she sticks her hand into the computer screen and the next thing we know, bam, we’re sittin’ in some pod that spits us out where that nuclear crocodile climbed out of the ground.”
 
   “Pod?”  Mathias frowned. 
 
   “That thing that spins then vanishes.”
 
   “Ah, I see. You did travel to the sphere in a transender.”  Mathias’s voice flattened, removing any hope of sympathy for Tony or me. “Take them to the isolation unit, Callan.” 
 
   Callan waved his hand at us and ordered, “Follow me.”
 
   “You don’t believe him?” I asked Mathias, waving a hand at Tony.
 
   He cocked his head as though he thought my question strange. “Of course, I believe him. I’m sure he’s tek-nah-tee.”
 
   What had Tony said that ended all speculation on their part? I demanded, “But why?”  
 
   Mathias spoke in the most matter of fact way. “Because tek-nah-tees are the only ones who can travel here voluntarily through the transenders. They are the only ones who can visit the sphere.”
 
   Tony sputtered a protest as he and Gabby were being herded toward the opening to the corridor. 
 
   Callan turned to me, no mercy in that face.
 
   My hands were damp with a deep panic that our stay in this place had taken a disastrous turn. I made one last attempt to find out our future from Mathias. “What’s the isolation unit?”
 
   “Where we hold prisoners.”
 
   That might give us a chance to figure a way to escape. “How long will you keep us there?”
 
   “For a short time.”
 
   “Then what?”
 
   Thinking on that for a moment before answering, Mathias said, “I have not decided about you and the other girl.”
 
   Zilya finished the thought for him. “But that one–” She pointed at Tony. “–will be the first tek-nah-tee punished for the deaths of our children. He will pay with his life.”
 
   Tony’s face washed clean of color.
 
   Gabby’s mouth dropped open.
 
   I felt the same way, but unlike Tony or Gabby, I knew I could stop these people. I wouldn’t let them kill Tony.
 
   Mathias glared at Zilya, but didn’t counter her claim. 
 
   Callan stepped toward me in a threatening move.
 
   I searched inside myself, calling upon the energy I’d experienced earlier, the power that could break these vines around my wrists and give me a fighting chance at getting all of us out of here alive. 
 
   Nothing happened. 
 
   Not even a flicker.
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER 14 
 
    
 
   Returning from the Isolation Unit, Callan padded down the walkway to Mathias’s private domain and paused at the door when he saw Etoi and Zilya. 
 
   Some days, those two were almost as much trouble as the TecKnatis and so caught up in their conversation that neither heard him approach. How many times had he drilled them in training that to be unaware is to welcome death?
 
   Of course, a fully-grown prantheer hadn’t heard him sneak up on her lair last week either, but she’d been caring for her cubs. Not gossiping. 
 
   Etoi worked on a basket of dried tullee pods for seasoning a stew and complained to Zilya, “The one who calls himself Tony is a TeK. He must die.”
 
   Zilya nodded. “Yes, I know.”  She sat on a separate mat spinning katoni threads into a skein the weavers used to embellish the hems of gilded tunics. 
 
   Poor use of labor. Left to Callan, he’d have everyone train to fight and build defenses when not gathering food or hunting. Decorating clothes was a foolish use of time when faced with survival. But Mathias had pointed out that the simple task of sewing allowed those too young to hunt or gather food alone to have a feeling of worth. 
 
   That’s why Mathias made an excellent leader.
 
   But then there were those who felt that physical training was beneath their House level.
 
   And Etoi and Zilya were not little children who needed to be coddled to have a sense of worth. 
 
   “Why does he still live?” Etoi’s focus stayed locked on the topic of the TeK captive with the tenacity of a dugurat latched onto a last meal. 
 
   Zilya gave a dainty shrug. “I would use that Tony for croggle bait myself, but Mathias decides the fate of the prisoners.”
 
   “He is too soft. You should–”
 
   “But he is our leader. I can only advise, not force his hand if he chooses to ignore my counsel.”
 
   “You should be leader here.”
 
   Callan almost stepped inside to let Etoi know he’d heard her traitorous comment, but he wanted to hear Zilya’s reply. 
 
   “I will always regret having you with me the night I was captured, but I have to admit that I am selfish enough to be glad for your company. I am fortunate to have a champion such as you, Etoi, but to challenge Mathias for his position would be foolish on my part.”
 
   Callan agreed, but didn’t hear the outrage in her response that he’d expect from a Gild female who should strike down impertinence against a leader, not preen under adulation.
 
   Zilya added, “Let’s finish here soon. I have much to worry over besides the prisoners.”
 
   Nodding her head in concession, Etoi still grumbled, “I just believe all TecKnati should be punished.”
 
   “As do I.”  
 
   Callan could not listen to these two carry on any longer. No one had more reason than him to feel deep hatred for the TecKnati who had killed his twin brother, but Mathias was the eldest of the Governing House and had studied MystiK law since taking his first steps. His word was final and Callan would uphold the law here just as he would at home, even if it meant laying down his life to do so. 
 
   He’d failed once. That wouldn’t happen again. 
 
   Making himself heard as he stepped in, Callan asked, “Where is Mathias?”
 
   Zilya’s surprised gaze shot up to his, then she calmly returned to winding her thread. “Checking on our new child.”  
 
   Callan called to Mathias, mind to mind. This is Callan. We need to talk.
 
   Mathias answered, I’m on my way to my chamber. Meet me there.
 
   Speaking out loud, Callan said, “For one so busy as you claim, I would think you’d have more to do than sew, Zilya.”
 
   She tensed at realizing he’d overheard her conversation. 
 
   “What would you have her do?” Etoi argued in her usual surly tone. Her lack of respect knew no bounds.
 
   “You could both use more training.”
 
   Etoi leaped to her feet, hands fisted and shoulders tight. “You wish you had more warriors like me.”
 
   “If you’d train as hard as you gossip, then I’d agree.”
 
   Growling, she lunged at Callan who only lifted a hand. Etoi smacked against the invisible surface of his power and bounced back, yelping and rubbing her nose that now trickled with blood. 
 
   He grinned. “You can put a bandage on your nose, but there’s no cure for stupidity. On the positive side, those who act without thinking will eventually clean up the gene pool.”
 
   “Must you?” Zilya asked Callan.
 
   “I did nothing except defend myself in the least painful way from someone who should take care whom she attacks.” 
 
   Murder raged in Etoi’s eyes. “In this Sphere, you are not of Gild or Rubio level. You are not your brother, only a second son who is unfit to rule the Warrior House.”
 
   Zilya went very still, her eyes raised watching Callan.
 
   Etoi’s words sliced through him back and forth, cleaving his heart with each reminder that he’d failed to protect his twin brother’s back. Jornn should have been the next Warrior House ruler, but the TecKnati had murdered him. After torturing Jornn to the point of disembowelment, they’d cut a triangle where his heart had been and that was the last vision their mother had of her son’s body. 
 
   Callan’s last memory of his closest friend in the world. 
 
   But the TecKnati had not broken Callan and neither would some spiteful elite-Gild-wannabe like Etoi. He forced a smile to his lips and told her, “You’re right. I will not rule my House, but I never wanted to, where you will always lust after the life of a Gild female and the closest you will ever come is cleaning their hygiene facilities.”
 
   His strike slapped the arrogance off of her bitter face and silenced her. He pointed at the door. “Go.”
 
   Wisely, Zilya stood and pushed a bowl at Etoi as though she had made the decision for them to leave. “Meet me in my chambers.”
 
   Etoi gripped the woven bowl with fingers so tight they turned white at the knuckles, but she left without another word. 
 
   Once Etoi was clearly out of earshot, Zilya whispered, “When did you realize you had that ability?”
 
   “Stopping Etoi with my hand?”“Yes.”
 
   “It’s new and not of any significant use yet.”  Not that he’d let her know when any of his G’ortian gifts reached full potential. He could use those powers with fighting croggles if not for some defense mechanism the TeKs had put around the areas where the monsters lived. 
 
   Stepping up next to Callan, Zilya said in a sultry voice, “I’m always willing to train. When will you be available for a private session?”
 
   Back home, men lost their wits when Zilya walked into a building. She was stunning and rare, and they all wanted her. Not me. He’d been interested, once, back when he was fifteen and before she’d been promised to his brother. Then Callan had investigated her as he would anyone who might have proven a threat at some point to his brother. 
 
   Beneath the layers of Zilya’s beauty lay a deadly trap of deceit and a heart of ice. Sharing his opinion of Zilya with Jornn had caused an argument Callan didn’t want to remember. He told her, “I’ll let you know when I’m training grunts again.”
 
   Her eyes narrowed to angry slits. “Insulting me is dangerous.”
 
   “No, dangling you in front of a croggle is dangerous. Insulting you is rude.”
 
   “You can pretend the rules are different here, but nothing has changed at home.”
 
   Not having to deal with political issues at home was the only upside he’d found to being in this pit of death. “That’s there. This is here.”
 
   Her chin lifted and her eyes flared with warning. “When we return–”
 
   Mathias walked in. “Is there a problem?”
 
   “Of course not. I was just leaving.”  Zilya’s face glowed with a smile for the one person she believed would push Callan to do her bidding even here. 
 
   She was wrong. 
 
   If no one else had been able to force Callan to take Jornn’s place as leader, what made her think she had any more power? 
 
   Once Zilya left, Mathias faced Callan. “You should try to get along with her.”
 
   Callan held up his hand. “Please, no lectures on Zilya today.”
 
   The weary sigh that escaped Mathias spoke of long days and nights trying to keep a band of children alive. At the moment, that meant providing for over sixty MystiK children stolen from the Ten Cities of the K’ryan Renaissance. Many of whom were barely past nine years old. Callan didn’t envy him. 
 
   Mathias moved on. “In that case, tell me what you couldn’t share about our captives when everyone was here.”
 
   “The girl with the long black hair who leads the trio is dangerous.”  Pretty, too, but then Zilya proved that physical attractiveness meant very little when it came to character. 
 
   “More dangerous than the TeK male?”
 
   “Yes. Have you decided she’s not TecKnati?”  Callan didn’t think she was, but he’d reserve final judgment until he had all the information. The fact that she’d been found in the company of his enemy and defended that same TeK counted against her. 
 
   “She doesn’t appear to be TeK. However, that doesn’t clear up who or what she is.”  Mathias waved toward the far wall for them to sit in two ocean-blue chairs he’d carved from the base of chopped-down terrian trees. “I’ll have to ask V’ru, which reminds me. Would you spend some time with him?”
 
   “Train V’ru?”  Callan didn’t even try to hide his shock. 
 
   “No, just talk to him. He’s adjusting, but not as quickly as I’d hoped.”
 
   Words were not Callan’s strength. He didn’t know how to comfort anyone. “Can’t Zilya talk to him?”
 
   “V’ru likes Zilya, but he doesn’t look up to her. He idolizes you.”
 
   That made it even worse. Callan wanted no one idolizing him, but he owed a debt to V’ru who had given Callan valuable information that helped in investigating Jornn’s death. As a powerful G’ortian and a prodigy of the Records House, V’ru was better than any Cyberprocessor when it came to producing immediate information. And Callan wasn’t entirely sure that V’ru hadn’t been following him the night they were both captured. “I hate that he’s here.” 
 
   “I understand, but we lost a lot of children before V’ru arrived. I was barely keeping this village alive on what little we’d figured out was edible through trial and error.”
 
   “I’m glad we have V’ru’s unlimited knowledge at hand, but he shouldn’t be here.” 
 
   “No MystiK should. He’ll settle in.”  
 
   Seemed like a good time to change the subject back to why Callan had stopped by. “You need to train.”
 
   Mathias groaned. “I’m proficient with the spear. That’s enough.”
 
   Not if Mathias intended to spend tonight in the woods alone, but Callan didn’t want to add to his leader’s worries by reminding him. “You missed the last two training sessions.”
 
   “I’ll make you a deal.”
 
   Now Callan groaned, sure of what was coming. He pushed up from the chair and stepped over to where two shoulder-high spears were stabbed in the ground next to the feather wall. When Mathias stood, Callan lifted a spear and tossed it at him. “Fine. We both train.” 
 
   Mathias grinned and caught the weapon with one hand then moved to the center of the room. He began stretching, using the staff for support. “If I must train to fight croggles, you must train to fight SEOH.”
 
   Here came one of Mathias’s “leader” lessons. 
 
   Callan crossed his arms and spread his feet apart, ready to work Mathias to the point of distraction. “If you say so. I’m ready to meet him on the battlefield.”
 
   “That you are, but as leader of all the TecKnati, SEOH will never fight fairly, or on a physical battlefield.” 
 
   “I have no intention of fighting fairly either. Not against someone who got away with killing three future MystiK leaders without sanction.” Jornn had been one of those. “Our treaty isn’t worth the spell that was cast on it.” 
 
   Mathias paused from a contorted stretch and straightened. “Yes it is. The sanction worked just as the spell on the treaty was intended. At the moment each of those underaged MystiKs were murdered, SEOH and two other TeK dignitaries lost their seventeen-year-old sons. An eye for an eye. A future leader for a future leader.”
 
   “But no one knows that’s why those TeKs died. You want to know what really chafes my hide? The whole thing got covered up.”  
 
   “I’ll admit that SEOH is a genius when it comes to battle strategy.”
 
   Callan scowled at Mathias. “How can you praise him?”
 
   “Do not misunderstand me. I do not praise him, but you were the one who taught me to thoroughly evaluate an enemy. I am only doing that.”
 
   “I said to look for an enemy’s weak spot, because they always have one. Never underestimate an opponent.” 
 
   Mathias nodded as he began moving through exercises while Callan gave hand signals of different attack and defense positions. Shove straight out, pull back to his chest, then a half spin to the right, another shove, a half spin left. Mathias said, “SEOH is a sociopath, and a clever one. My point was that he ran a brilliant damage control campaign to camouflage the deaths of the three TeK children who appeared to have collapsed from asphyxiation. Easy to accomplish with the technology at his fingertips.”  
 
   “Only because idiots believed his lies,” Callan ground out, disgusted. “I couldn’t believe that even MystiKs bought into SEOH’s claim.” Callan dropped his voice to emulate SEOH’s from the black-ban vid and struck a politician’s pose with a hand over his chest. “Our planet has experienced a rare phenomenon.”
 
   Mathias snorted at the imitation. “Maybe we need a vid player as a ruler.”
 
   “That’s the problem. Our citizens are lazy sheep. They accept anything spoken through a microphone or seen on a vid screen as truth.”
 
   “I concur, but no average person will dispute SEOH’s statements when his claims are backed up by scientists.”
 
   Callan never understood how people could be so easy to trick. Couldn’t they use their brains? “How stupid can anyone be to believe that fine particles from a meteor had passed through the atmosphere to cause the sudden deaths of three TeK boys?”
 
   “Naïve, not stupid,” Mathias corrected. 
 
   With one quick move, Callan struck unexpectedly and had Mathias on his back, the spear at Mathias’s throat. “Never allow anything to distract you.”
 
   When Callan stepped away, Mathias climbed to his feet and snatched back the weapon, grumbling something about payback.
 
   “You were saying?”  Callan smiled.
 
   “Just wait until I test you on MystiK law.”  Mathias nodded for Callan to resume, then stabbed and moved with the intense conviction that Callan had been looking for. Mathias continued, “All I’m saying is you must study the way SEOH handled that situation. Instead of allowing rumors of three mysterious TeK deaths to surface, he offered major credits to families who, quote, ‘also had children die of unexplained deaths’ during that same time frame.”
 
   “I understand. With so many families coming forward whether they had an unexplained death or not, the three TeKs killed by our treaty were buried in the flood of reports.”
 
   Mathias nodded, lifting his arm to swipe sweat from his brow. “That is a TeK strength you must plan to confront when you return.”
 
   “I can’t fight press conferences.” If he could, Callan would have destroyed SEOH a long time ago. 
 
   “To be a strong leader, you must also learn how to fight political battles, Callan.”
 
   Callan ignored the comment about being a leader, determined not to argue with Mathias today of all days. He turned to find a water gourd near the chairs that he handed Mathias who upended it for a long drink then set it aside. 
 
   Mathias pressed on with his lesson. “When SEOH uses charm to sway the masses while he kills MystiKs, you must be just as creative when it comes to striking back.” 
 
   “I’m the sword arm of Warrior House, not the mouth.”
 
   “And that’s only one reason SEOH is successful.”
 
   Callan’s entire body tightened at the insinuation that he was at fault for SEOH’s success. 
 
   When Mathias noticed Callan’s face, he stumbled in his movements and held the spear across his chest. “Save that look for a croggle or the enemy. I have enough nightmares.”
 
   Callan gained control of his anger and wiped all expression from his face. 
 
   Angling his head in a show of thanks, Mathias went on. “I meant no criticism of the Warrior House, but of the fact that none of our Houses work together. A sword arm alone will not save us. If we continue fighting the way we always have, we’ll eventually lose everything.”
 
   Callan agreed about the lack of cohesion between Houses, but he would kill the man who took Jornn’s life...if he ever got out of this Sphere. The moment Jornn’s soul had left his physical body, his brother’s spirit had spoken in Callan’s mind saying, “I’m sorry to leave you, brother. SEOH has murdered me and, as decreed by the treaty, he’s punished by the loss of his own son.  But there will be more. Do not let him win.”  
 
   SEOH may not have struck the blow with his hand, but he’d ordered the vicious killing. In one instant, Callan lost the equivalent of a limb and became the next in line to rule the Warrior House, except he wasn’t ruler material.
 
   But duty rarely took ability into account.
 
   Callan would fulfill his brother’s last command once he figured out how. “You’re right. If our Houses weren’t so competitive, secretive, and paranoid over protecting their powers they might communicate and know the treaty has been broken. As it is, the leaders of all seven Houses will not know that three MystiKs have been murdered by the TecKnati until our elders meet at the upcoming BIRG Con, expecting to indoctrinate new leaders and sign another worthless treaty. By that point, there may be no future generation to take the reins. What will our people do when they realize children from all Houses have gone missing? Will they figure out that the TecKnati have been capturing us? I tell you this as truth. The Warrior House will seek retribution, but will the other six make SEOH pay?” 
 
   “I don’t know. SEOH has to be expecting retaliation at the BIRG Con. I have to hope our leaders would put aside their differences and unite the minute they realize genocide is under way and, at that point, turn on the TeKs.” Mathias paused, lowering his spear. “This could mean war.”
 
   “It should.”
 
   “But can we fight the TecKnati?”
 
   “United, I believe we could, but not when our leaders only meet once every five years at the BIRG Con. SEOH has had the luxury of time for planning.” Callan lifted his spear and gave a silent defensive order to Mathias to keep him training. Maybe when Mathias returned to his Governing House, he’d be able to show his elders that one could govern and protect at the same time.
 
   Mathias agreed, “We have proven the power of shared knowledge and communication to survive in this Sphere. There is no value in hoarding information if the price is our future.”  Mathias made a difficult maneuver that included a back flip. He landed decisively, grinning. 
 
   “Well done.”  Callan could see a strong MystiK society if the Houses joined resources the way he, Mathias and other young MystiKs had done to survive this Sphere. But MystiKs didn’t question the status quo, content to believe they were safe as long as they stayed inside the ten secured cities, content with their own corner of power. And the TecKnati population appeared as easily misled. 
 
   Both MystiKs and TecKnatis had lived in uneasy peace since the K’ryan Syndrome when an infection had wiped out ninety percent of civilization a hundred and six years ago.  
 
   But the peace would last no longer. 
 
   Callan changed up the training. “Now without your hands.”
 
   Mathias balanced the spear on one arm and used his kinetic ability to roll the rod up his arm and dipped his head forward as it traveled across his shoulders. “Can you see the Warrior House ever being as forthcoming back home?”
 
   “Security has always called for a certain amount of autonomy and maintaining classified information.” Callan conceded the point though. “We have thick-headed seniors, too. The old ones have been in control for too long. They refuse to change the way things have always been done. Time for new blood, younger blood, but SEOH is wiping out our next generation before that can happen.”
 
   With a new hand signal from Callan, Mathias flipped the spear in the air, caught it and went into a series of attack positions. “No argument on that point. Sadly, the TecKnati’s ability to communicate better than we do is why we’re sitting in this Sphere.”
 
   Callan vowed, “One day I will prove that SEOH is a cold-blooded killer and see him sent to a cage worse than this place.”  
 
   “That’s probably one reason SEOH’s glad to have you in here.”
 
   “I’m sure.”  Callan glanced up at the sky, always keeping an eye out for change. “Think this Sphere is the only world SEOH’s created?”
 
   “Quite possibly. According to V’ru, the engineering of an artificial planet such as this one takes an enormous amount of credits that even SEOH’s ANASKO Corporation would hesitate to spend twice. The media vids V’ru allowed me to review showed SEOH bragging about the plants and animals gathered as a result of his space exploration program. He touted the TeKs for donating generously to create a suitable host location for the study of adaptability.”
 
   “Adapt or die, in our case.”
 
   “Yes. Most people would assume SEOH meant the ability of his alien plant and animal specimens to adapt to our world, not that we would be doing the adapting.” Mathias lifted the spear and began timed maneuvers that required rapid hand-over-hand defensive and offensive moves. “I think SEOH saw this as the perfect place to put captured MystiKs while justifying the expense of building this Sphere to his board of twelve. He probably convinced them this would be a sort of training area prior to relocating people–MystiKs–to other planets.” 
 
   Callan dodged forward with the speed of a striking snake and snatched the spear from Mathias, flipped it once into an attack pose, then handed the weapon back to a scowling Mathias. Callan grinned, continuing. “I’ve heard that rumor about relocation. You think SEOH’s really going to try to wipe out MystiKs by shipping us off to another planet?”
 
   “No.” Mathias paused, thinking as he cradled the spear. “I think his primary goal is to remove those of us approaching eighteen–take us out of circulation, especially G’ortians.” 
 
   Callan avoided discussing his G’ortian status since that was yet another reason his family had been disappointed when he refused to accept his role as a leader. More powerful than other MystiKs, G’ortians only came along once every seven generations. Callan had experienced some gifts since birth, such as immediate telepathic ability that usually developed several years later. But his kinetics were a recent revelation and undependable as yet. He pushed the conversation back to SEOH. “I keep trying to figure out SEOH’s end game for putting us in here. What’s your guess?”
 
   “To prevent us from taking our places as the next level of leaders within our Houses.”
 
   “Sure, but SEOH’s also putting TeK children in jeopardy every time a MystiK child dies here. Even TeKs will eventually raise an alarm if they lose enough children.”
 
   “I’ve thought on that quite a bit. I don’t believe the TeKs are losing children.”  Mathias jabbed the spear into the ground and took a breath, wiping a sheen of sweat from above his mouth. 
 
   “Why not? The treaty decrees retribution.”  Not that Callan wanted to see any child die, but without a consequence SEOH would continue capturing MystiKs.
 
   “I believe this Sphere is their answer to neutralizing us.”
 
   Callan argued, “But the treaty–”
 
   “–stated that a TecKnati or a MystiK child would die in response to an intentional death caused by either group.” Mathias drew a couple of breaths. “SEOH probably thought little of that clause at the time it was written. Rumors say he scoffed at the notion that anything supernatural would reach beyond our people to affect the TecKnati, and him in particular.” 
 
   “SEOH was the fool there. Underestimating your opponent is shortsighted and dangerous.” Callan had drummed that into his young warriors.
 
   “Quite true, but when our MystiK forefathers negotiated the current treaty, the TeKs had never before experienced more than occasional interruptions in their technology caused by MystiK powers that they dismissed as coincidental. SEOH had no reason to believe our leaders could infuse any real power into that one retaliatory clause in the treaty. Not until he paid the price for ignorance and arrogance with his own son’s death. Sending captured MystiKs to this Sphere is evidence that he’s worried now.”
 
   Callan pondered on that, not liking the direction of his thoughts. “So you’re saying SEOH has changed his tactics and there’s no consequence?”
 
   “He may not want to believe in our powers, but he has to know that MystiK power was behind the failure of ANASKO’S HERMES shuttle and the death of his son at the same moment your brother died.” Mathias dropped his gaze to the ground. “My father and our House led the drive to stop that launch. As the Governing House, we should have been better prepared for the reaction. We anticipated a backlash, but no one expected SEOH to send an assassin after three of our future leaders or to orchestrate a plan for genocide.”   
 
   There was little Callan could say to that admission, but Mathias did not deserve to carry the blame for those deaths. The only person responsible was SEOH. Callan walked over to lift the other spear and turned back. “Through resting?”  
 
   Once Mathias raised his weapon, Callan attacked. Strike, dodge, strike. Callan admitted, “Our elders must accept the need for change. Had all seven Houses worked together, my warriors would have been brought in to perform a covert attack on ANASKO’s shuttle launch that no one could have pinned on the MystiKs. That being said, regardless of any mistakes, at least your father took an action when we had to do something. We can’t allow SEOH to bring another deadly version of the K-Virus into our world again.”
 
   Mathias’s father had led the charge against space exploration for years. Callan respected that. MystiKs believed the dangerous K-Virus that annihilated so much of the world’s population five generations ago had originated in outer space. In his thinking, every effort SEOH took to expand space exploration placed the entire world’s population at risk. 
 
   “The threat of the K-Virus won’t stop SEOH from trying to ship us off planet,” Mathias said, and shot forward, jabbing the spear.
 
   Callan spun away from the sharp tip. He landed with his feet set to intercept a second attack, but Mathias was laughing too hard to follow through. Callan gave him his due and dipped his head slightly in a nod, the equivalent of high praise for getting that close to an elite warrior. “You’re improving.”
 
   Shrugging, Mathias swung the spear up in front of his chest, holding it horizontally with two hands. Callan lifted his spear with two hands as if he wielded a sword, striking the wooden bar from different angles as Mathias blocked. Callan thought out loud. “With the threat of facing another K-Virus, does SEOH really think our Houses will go along with shipping MystiKs to a new planet?”
 
   “Perhaps. There are MystiKs who believe in SEOH’s relocation program as a chance for our people to rule their own world. I heard many excited about SEOH’s announcement of his new HERMES shuttle plans. The ad campaign went viral within minutes. If I saw one more ad for Hermes, God of Travel, I threatened to destroy my Cyberprocessor.”    
 
   “Foolish MystiKs and TeKs. Yet again, they hear only what they want to hear.”
 
   Mathias quipped, “I wonder if any of them realize Hermes was also the god of trickery and thieving.”  
 
   Callan answered with a wry smile. Could Mathias be right about SEOH’s reasoning behind using the Sphere as a cage for MystiK children? 
 
   After the K’ryan Syndrome wiped out billions of people, every generation of MystiKs since then had become more powerful in using their abilities. Gifts the MystiKs considered as natural as breathing, but TecKnati saw as supernatural freakishness. Now the G’ortians showed signs of unexpected levels of abilities that, if combined, threatened a power capable of impeding technological advancement the MystiKs deemed reckless. 
 
   Now that Callan thought on the specifics of the treaty–just as Mathias had intended during this training session–he realized Mathias hadn’t answered his earlier question. “Why do you think no TeK children are dying at home?”  
 
   Swinging the spear tip up and down in fast arcs, Mathias blocked, breathing hard as he answered. “The treaty is written in such a way that if an underaged MystiK dies by the hand of, or order of, a TeK as a premeditated act, a TeK child of equal rank will lose his or her life immediately. The idea was that no parent would willingly sacrifice his own child, and if someone who was not a parent killed a child, that the penalty would be great enough to force the people to rise up against the person responsible.”
 
   “But, as I mentioned, the loophole in the treaty is lack of knowledge of this heinous act.”  Callan worked through the logic in his mind. “What about a beast that belongs to SEOH?”  If I’d studied with Jornn back when he went through government training I’d know the terms of the treaty better. 
 
   “I assume you don’t mean sentient beasts, which were outlawed long ago and would still cause a TeK death if SEOH directed the animal to kill a MystiK child. Even SEOH wouldn’t risk the death penalty that possessing one of those beasts carries.”
 
   “No, I mean what about a regular living animal?”
 
   “If a TeK owns a living creature who attacks a MystiK who then dies, but the TeK did not train the animal to kill, that would be considered an accident, leaving TeK children safe.”
 
   “You think that’s true even of things in here like croggles?”  Callan started understanding where Mathias was going with his train of thought and put the blunt end of his spear on the ground. 
 
   A bit winded, Mathias lowered his spear as well. “SEOH did put the croggles and other deadly elements retrieved from planetary exploration into this Sphere, but those creatures are naturally hostile. SEOH isn’t directing the plants, animals or the poisoned liquids. So as long as we die here, killed by natural events, he’s found a way around the treaty language.”
 
   Callan’s skin chilled at the possibility of what Mathias was saying. SEOH could capture thousands of children, ship them here to die, and get away with murder.
 
   Again. 
 
   Footsteps approached at a fast clip from down the hall, then Etoi rushed into the room without requesting entrance, as always. “There’s a corruption in the fog barrier.”
 
   Mathias frowned. “That might only be the atmospheric change we experienced a couple of months ago.”
 
   Callan snatched up his spear. “Or it might be something more significant.”  
 
   Any change to the fog compromised the safety of the village. He ran out with Mathias and Etoi close behind.
 
    
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER 15
 
    
 
   I didn’t like it, but I had to finally admit I had no idea how to escape this place. The isolation unit we were stuck in was some kind of hut made of bright green reeds that vibrated with a low-level hum. Every time I approached the sides of the chamber, the reeds increased their vibration, which didn’t reassure me.
 
   But I kept that to myself. 
 
   I had failed Gabby and Tony. Where was that power in my chest when I needed it? 
 
   “That bitch blondie, wants to kill me,” Tony said as he paced ten steps across and back, for the umpteenth time.
 
   “You mean the one with the white-blonde hair?” 
 
   “Yeah, that one.” Tony flapped his hand at me. “Point is we’ve gotta escape.”
 
   “Keep your voice down, would you?” I’d been trying to ignore him since we’d been thrust into this stagnant room that had a minty sweet smell. 
 
   That should be a refreshing scent, but it wasn’t. Or maybe I was just suspicious of everything from flowers to children. 
 
   And why shouldn’t I be? I was trapped in a hut constructed of a plant that I should be able to rip to shreds given what I’d done to that killer vine earlier. But my energy had abandoned me when we needed it most. The power humming in these walls keyed my senses that any attack might have deadly consequences. No mercy anywhere in this place. When Callan marched us here, not an ounce of sympathy had flickered in his eyes. He’d lifted his hand and an opening had appeared just long enough for me, Gabby and Tony to walk through, then the doorway disappeared. 
 
   No windows, no door. 
 
   No clue how to get free, or help Gabby.
 
   I walked over to where she sat cross-legged, huddled in the center of the floor, her teeth clenched in pain. She rocked back and forth, cupping first one wrist then the other in her lap. Sweat beaded across her forehead. 
 
   “Any better?” I asked, concerned about the deepening raw welts ringing her wrists. Red streaks had started running up her arms in jagged lines that indicated infection. Had it started earlier, when I’d noticed pink on her wrists after the killer flower had strapped her wrist to Tony? Or had the dull-red vines used for constraint done this?  
 
    “I don’t think I can use ‘better’ to describe the pain.” Gabby spoke between her chattering teeth and tried to grit out a smile. “More like somewhere between having your appendix cut out without anesthesia and being burned to death.”
 
   All of our wrists were unbound now. My wrists and Tony’s showed no skin reaction like hers. We had to get her out of here, back to the school where someone could help her. 
 
   “I’m not stayin’ here,” Tony continued babbling and pacing. “These guys are serious whack jobs.”  
 
   “We’ll figure a way out of here as soon as we can,” I said, hoping to shut him up.
 
   Nope. Tony pounded over to where I knelt next to Gabby, but kept his focus only on me. “‘As soon as we can’ is fine for you two. I’m on death row.” 
 
   Fighting the urge to snap at him, I asked Gabby. “Let me see your arms.”  
 
   She lifted her chin, indecision playing hard through her flushed face. 
 
   I understood her hesitation. She shielded her secret gift by avoiding touch. I offered quietly, “You can trust me when I say I’ll not judge you or share anything about your gift.”
 
   After the things she’d seen me do today, she must have decided I was telling her the truth, because air wheezed out of her with relief. 
 
   I braced myself to touch her skin, prepared for any image or sensation when I gently scooped her arm in my hand. Fragmented images scattered through my mind, mixed with her burning pain and fear of dying. What I picked up came in pieces, meaning she could hide her thoughts somewhat, but not very well while her body fought an infection.  
 
   The red lines continued to crawl up her arms, raging hot as if acid etched deep into her skin. 
 
   I detected an odor of something building that my mind labeled as gangrene, but this didn’t fit with the vision of rotting flesh that followed the name. I didn’t have time to question what I knew or how much I knew, but I was sure these streaks could kill her if we didn’t stop the strange infection. 
 
   “We’ll be okay,” I reassured Gabby and released her arm before she could catch the desperation in my mind. 
 
   “Of course you two will be fine,” Tony continued ranting from where he’d paced to the other side of the room again. “Meanwhile I’ll be sacrificed to the god of Loony Land. Or the goddess. But you don’t care, which figures. Won’t be the first time I’m thrown under the bus. The last time was by people I thought were friends.”
 
   I understood Tony’s fear of being put to death, especially for something he hadn’t done. He should realize I wouldn’t let this bunch harm him or Gabby without a fight, regardless of my sporadic superpower, but I didn’t have the patience to figure out what Tony meant by a bus. I buried my need to strike at something out of frustration and told him, “No one is going to die. It’s probably just a scare tactic.”  At least, I hoped so. “Put your mouth to some use for once. See if you can get us some health aid here.”
 
   “You mean medical attention?”
 
   I shot him a look that had him backing up.
 
   “You don’t get it. They don’t care if any of us lives or dies.”  Tony stomped back over and drew in a deep breath as if ready to unleash a snarl, but stopped and whistled between his teeth on the next exhale. “Whoa, babe,” he said, bending over to examine Gabby’s arm more closely, really seeing her this time. “Daa-yum. That’s bad.”  
 
   “Not helping, Tony,” I snapped. “Need medicine.”
 
   “No problem. I’m on it.” Tony spun around and got within a foot of the wall and yelled, “Hey, a-holes, you hear me?”
 
   Diplomatic, Tony was not, but loud he was.
 
   Someone should respond. I had clearly been hearing noises on the other side of the reeds since we’d been deposited here. Mostly kid voices that sounded as though they were in a play area. 
 
   Laughable to think children played in this place. 
 
   Tony balled his fist and smacked it on the wall, only to earn a quick blast of energy zapping him. He jerked his hand back, yelping. “You sorry-sack-of-skunk-crap! Man, that stings.”
 
   “Try your feet?” I suggested. “The soles might insulate you from the shock.”
 
   “Why don’t you try, Xena?” Tony demanded, still shaking his hand, no humor anywhere in his voice. “Instead of givin’ orders. Do somethin’.”
 
   “Fine.” I stood and approached the nearest wall, giving it a solid thwack with my sneaker-covered foot. That earned me a small tingle, but nothing like the static power that had surged when I’d hovered my palm near the reeds earlier. I raised my voice and shouted, “You? Out there. We need medical assistance. Now!”
 
   “And food,” Tony called from the other side of the cramped room before mumbling, “Who asks for ‘medical assistance’? This isn’t a five-star hotel.”  Then he put more force in his voice again. “More water, too.”
 
   But nothing happened.
 
   Except the voices had quieted.
 
   I thought back on Zilya’s reaction to Gabby. The blonde who acted like a queen had expected Gabby to know what she’d been talking about with houses. Zilya and Mathias had taken issue mostly with Tony, and maybe me, but not Gabby. That gave me an idea when I raised my voice. “Tell Mathias the Gabby girl needs help. She could be dying.”
 
   I looked over at Gabby quickly and mouthed the words, Not true. 
 
   Gabby, being the astute person she was, offered a tight, small nod. 
 
   I wished there hadn’t been some truth in my claim. That she didn’t look as if she could get sicker, and die, if we didn’t get help. 
 
   Tony and I kept the shouting up, sometimes one at a time, sometimes both together, until our voices sounded hoarse, our throats raw.
 
   Nothing.
 
   In fact, even the scurrying noises around the chamber had diminished. 
 
   So maybe we were making some progress. But not much and not soon enough if the pain lines on Gabby’s face were any indication. Sweat glistened everywhere. Blotchy pink patches covered her death-white skin. 
 
   Tony opened his mouth for another blast, but I waved him off. “Save your energy. We have to find another way.”
 
   Gabby glanced at me, her voice fighting to sound strong, but coming out thin. “What about what you did to the attack-vine earlier?”
 
   I’d hoped that wouldn’t come up for discussion again.
 
   Tony glanced at me, his expression confused. “Yeah, how’d that vine just die?”
 
   I crossed the room to squat by Gabby again, buying myself a few minutes. Gabby and Tony wanted answers. So did I, but I didn’t have any. I finally offered what I could. “Let’s say I didn’t do anything consciously.”
 
   “So what? You were knocked out and somethin’ happened?” Tony demanded, looking for a scientific answer he could wrap his head around.
 
   “No, more like a thought.”
 
   “A get-us-out-of-this-mess thought?” Tony’s tone made it clear he labeled that answer as woo-woo. 
 
   Too bad it was the truth, or as close to the truth as I could manage.
 
   Gabby managed a weak smile of reassurance. “Whatever you did, you saved our lives, Rayen. Thanks.”
 
   “She also managed to get us stuck here in the first place if her touch–as you pointed out–is doing these things.” The stress of worrying about his life had brought back the abrasive Tony. He glared at me as if I’d planned the trip through the computer. “That crazy girl wants me dead and if that happens I let people down. If you don’t get us out of this hell-hole, I’m so going to kick somebody’s ass.”   
 
   “Mine?” 
 
   Tony had a moment when I thought he’d say yes, but he shook his head. “I don’t hit girls, but I wouldn’t mind going a round with that Callan.”
 
   He gained a bit of respect from me for his personal code, but did Tony really think he could match up with Callan? He’d earn my appreciation if he’d just shut his broken trap. My body ached from toe to head. I had no idea who I was or how I’d ended up in this mess. And I was tired to the bone, mostly of taking grief all day. “I’d take care threatening Callan.”
 
   Tony scoffed at me. “Where I come from we’d eat a pretty boy like him for lunch.”
 
   When I didn’t reply, Tony taunted, “What’s the matter, Xena? No come back?” 
 
   Out of ideas and patience, I stood up, ready to give Tony the target he’d been wanting. 
 
   The changes in my stance should have warned him I had no tolerance for aggression right now, but he just kept on pushing me. “How’d you even end up in Suarez’s class to begin with anyhow? That ain’t a class for the short bus kids...or criminals.”
 
   Whatever a bus was sounded even more insulting this time.
 
   Ready to silence that mouth, I took one step forward then stopped. I suddenly sensed another presence inside the hut.
 
   What the . . .?
 
   The old man I’d seen back when I’d first opened my eyes in the desert took a filmy shape beside Gabby. Sitting with legs crossed, he hovered a foot above the ground again, speaking in that gravelly voice. “A warrior fights to defend others and for honor. A child strikes out in anger. There is no place for a child on this journey.”
 
   Easy for you to say. But as long as Ghost Man was back, I could use more information. 
 
   “Who am I?” I asked before the vision could vanish again. I might not make it back to the school to learn what had been discovered about my family. But here was a chance. Maybe my only one.
 
   Tony stopped jawing and for a blessed moment went silent.
 
   Gabby paused in rocking to look up at me with curiosity swimming through her mismatched eyes. She glanced next to her at the empty spot where I stared then back at me and whispered, “You okay, Rayen?”
 
   Neither she nor Tony seemed able to see the old man. 
 
   How could I answer that when I questioned my sanity at the moment? I kept my eyes on the filmy figure. “Answer me.” 
 
   The ghost with the weathered face had been staring off into the distance. His gaze shifted to meet mine. “You know what you need to know for now.”
 
   Fury boiled up my throat. “Who. Am. I? Either tell me or stay away from me you old goat.”
 
   Tony whistled behind him. “She’s gone completely off the reservation, Gabby.”
 
   “Just shut up, would you,” Gabby snapped, sounding weaker than before.
 
   I glanced away from the vision long enough to check on her. When I looked back up the old one was gone. Fine. Like I need one more animal in this zoo? 
 
   “So now you’re talking to invisible friends, Xena?”
 
   Clenching my hands into tight knots of frustration, I stepped toward Tony, determined to shut that yapping trap.
 
   Tony’s eyes widened in surprised. His hands curled in reaction and he came up on his toes, prepared to defend himself. “You gonna use your super juice on me?”
 
   “Cut it out,” Gabby grumbled. “We need to work together, not fight amongst ourselves. Doing that plays into their hands.”
 
   I didn’t want to listen. I wanted to do something to burn off the frustration churning my insides. 
 
   The old man’s voice whispered in my mind. Are you a warrior or a child?
 
   I stopped in the middle of the hut, but couldn’t say if it was out of deference to Gabby or the old man’s taunts. “She’s right. If we allow them to divide us they’ll win.”
 
   Gabby groaned and bent over. 
 
   I dropped down next to her. “What’s happening?”
 
   “I can’t close my hands. My arms feel like...the muscles are hardening.”
 
   Tony squatted on the other side of her and carefully lifted hair from her neck then hissed and pointed to gain my attention without speaking.
 
   Leaning closer, I saw what he was trying to keep Gabby from knowing. The red lines were climbing up and around her neck. If the muscles in her neck hardened, she wouldn’t be able to breathe. 
 
    
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER 16
 
    
 
   Brushing the gauzy, moss-green wisps from his hair, Callan warned Mathias, “If Etoi sends me on another fool’s errand, she won’t like the punishment.”
 
   “But you said it might have been a serious breach in our security.”
 
   “If the fog had actually corrupted, it would have been. She knows the difference between a hollow eucalypoon mist that’s floated loose and a break in the fog curtain.”
 
   Mathias swatted a swatch of green off his shoulder. “They look similar and it was quite a large mist cloud, taller than either of us and twice as wide. She can be annoying, but sometimes you just have to overlook it.”
 
   “And that is why you govern and I protect,” Callan pointed out. “I don’t have your patience. Where’d you send her?”  
 
   “To check on the prisoners.”
 
   Callan chuckled. Etoi hated guard duty. She’d probably sneak off and find Zilya to gossip with, but he didn’t care as long as they were both out of his hair. “What are you going to do about the captives? We can’t keep them without feeding them, and we don’t have enough food to share.”
 
   “I don’t know.” Mathias sounded weary and not from just the trek to check on their defenses.
 
   Callan offered, “In her usual bloodthirsty way, Zilya suggested we stake out that Tony as croggle bait.”  
 
   Mathias’s lips quirked at that. “She does have a homicidal streak.”
 
   “I do, too, when it comes to TecKnati,” Callan admitted, though he’d never kill in cold blood. That would put him on the level with his enemy, lower than scum on the bottom of his boot. 
 
   “You would execute someone without a fair judgment?”
 
   “No, but we’re at war and many of ours have died. If you’re right and there’s no sanction happening back home, SEOH owes us TeK deaths in return for the children we’ve lost. It’s the treaty. It’s the law. Right?”
 
   “Believe me, I’d like to personally enforce that law if we could use it specifically against SEOH,” Mathias muttered.
 
   The dire sound of his tone caused Callan to poke at him. “And here I thought only the Warrior House sought to solve issues with fighting first–as we’re so often accused...”  He paused until Mathias swallowed a grin and added, “Rather than negotiate a problem to death like the Governing House. It’s your House that preaches against vengeance.”
 
   “Living here has caused me to reevaluate many things, but I digress. We’re agreed that the mouthy one with the skin ink mark is a TecKnati, right?”
 
   Callan nodded. “He’s the best candidate of the three. What about the girl with bi-colored eyes, excessive earrings that only the most powerful MystiKs are allowed to wear and...did you sense anything from her?”
 
   “Yes. She has a gift or gifts, but she clearly wasn’t going to admit that to us. Not unusual for a Hy’bridt MystiK, the only explanation for those eyes. Except the colors she wore were all over the place...but so were the clothes on the TeK one.”  Mathias paused. “And what was a Hy’bridt doing with him?”
 
   “I don’t know. I’ve never seen TeKs dressed that way. Based on what little we know, I’d say she’s as MystiK as that Tony is TecKnati.”  
 
   “We’ll have to talk to the Hy’bridt some more and see if we can figure out what she’s doing here. Makes no sense.”
 
   Callan swallowed a growl of irritation. Why would Mathias believe anything that Hy’bridt said? “I don’t trust any MystiK that hangs out with a TecKnati. I told you when I first got here that I think a MystiK traitor has to be working with the TecKnatis to help them trap us. Who’s to say that person isn’t a Hy’bridt?”  
 
   Mathias slowed next to the hut where several girls and a couple of young boys prepared food. He gave them a word of encouragement and snagged a bowl of buri berries, then continued on toward his chambers, not missing a beat in the conversation. “Hy’bridts are supposed to be as loyal as they are powerful.”
 
   “Maybe,” Callan allowed, taking a handful of berries to refresh his dry throat. “But loyal to whom? And what about the other girl?”  The taller one with midnight-black hair and skin the color of brewed tea. His mind fought to sum her up in one word, but narrowed it down to two–deadly and attractive–much like some of the plants in this Sphere. She was a prime example of whatever group she belonged to, with her keen blue eyes, slashed cheekbones and a body that filled out her strange clothes nicely.
 
   But anyone who associated with a TeK, even an exotic female, fell clearly within Callan’s definition of enemy. Especially after watching her single-handedly annihilate a croggle. 
 
   “That one with the black hair throws me,” Mathias admitted. “I didn’t understand her name. Xena?”
 
   “I don’t think that’s her real name. I heard both the TeK and the Hy’bridt call her Rayen and she doesn’t strike me as a TeK. Rayen has the skills of a Warrior. You know TeKs would rather push a button than dirty their hands fighting.”
 
   “Except for their Scouts.” Mathias sounded resigned.
 
   “They are the exception.”
 
   “But that Rayen has no TeK markings, nor does she have marks such as those of your Warrior House.”
 
   “I know,” Callan admitted, trying to put the pieces together. “Plus she has that device attached to her leg.”
 
   “Do you think she meant to destroy the croggle?”
 
   Callan hated all things related to the TecKnati, but to falsely accuse anyone would be dishonorable. Without honor, a man was nothing. “Much as it still angers me that she destroyed our food, she did so with only one of our spears and the croggle had neutralized two of our hunters with its tail right before she attacked. That supports her claim that she thought children were in danger.”
 
   “How did she destroy the beast?”   
 
   “That was strange. Her power burned the croggle from the inside out. Blue flame, very hot. No TeK has ever been known to have our gifts, and few of our own have that level of power.” 
 
   Mathias munched quietly on a mouthful of berries for a moment. “If she’s not TeK and not MystiK, what then? Could she be a different type of G’ortian?” 
 
   Callan stared off, considering that possibility. “I don’t know. What I do know is that she’s the most dangerous of the three.”
 
   “But in spite of the power she displayed in battle, she didn’t try to harm any of you on the way to the village?”
 
   “No.”  Callan could see why Mathias hesitated to pass judgment on the two girls, but the mouthy male was a TeK.
 
   And no TeK deserved to walk away free. 
 
   When Mathias looked up at the sky, Callan did as well, noting the subtle shift of color overhead that had begun undulating from the deep blue-purple shade toward a vibrant red-purple. A hint of green stripes began appearing above the forest side of the village. 
 
   Mathias sighed, a sound heavy with the weight of responsibility on his shoulders. “We’ll have to figure out what to do with those other two captives later, but the TeK does not spend the night in our village.”
 
   “Agreed, but wait to deal with him until I return from checking the original transender site for new arrivals.”  Callan didn’t want anyone at risk while he was gone. 
 
   “We need our strongest four to make that run and Jaxxson can’t go. He has to watch the little girl we brought back for any signs of reaction to the Sphere.”
 
   True. They couldn’t wait until Jaxxson declared the child stable or they might risk losing another one dumped in the Sphere with no defenses. Callan said, “I’ll have to take just Etoi and Zilya.”
 
   “No.”  Mathias shook his head. “Not after losing Sebi. You can’t go with fewer than four capable fighters and we have no one old enough or experienced enough yet to take Jaxxson’s spot. I can’t risk losing any of you and definitely not all of you. I’ll go.” 
 
   Callan understood the worry in Mathias’s voice, but he couldn’t include Mathias on this run even though he was capable in battle. Mathias had been too distracted lately with problems inside the village and now he had three captives to pass judgment on...
 
   The captives. That gave Callan an idea how to convince Mathias to stay behind. “You can’t leave the village with those three in the Isolation Unit. That’s a security risk.”
 
   Mathias lifted his large hand and rubbed his temple, thinking. “Are any of the younger hunters capable of joining you?”
 
   “None are ready to face TecKnati Scouts. The captive, Rayen, easilydisarmed two of my best-trained young hunters.”  
 
   “That still leaves us with only three runners. We have to stick with working four in teams of two. Otherwise it’s too dangerous.”  
 
   Callan suggested, “Maybe Zilya’s idea about the TeK deserves consideration. If he dies, it’s on the heads of the TeK Scouts.”
 
   “To use Tony as croggle bait?”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   Mathias laughed. “I’m not sure a croggle would have that one. Even if we did want to take the TeK with us, I sense that the dark-haired girl will not allow those other two to be harmed. That’s why we have to be careful how we deal with this Tony.” 
 
   Callan held up his hand. “I’m not concerned with any leniency for the TeK. And as for this Rayen, she may be strong, but she has not proven herself to be a MystiK as yet. If she is aligned with that Tony, it means she has to know a TeK will turn on his own mother to save his life.”
 
   “True. What’re you suggesting?” 
 
   “With the right motivation,” Callan said, weighing his words. “Rayen may not fight us to take Tony and, even if she does, she can’t stop both of us.”
 
   “You would stake him like a sacrificial–”
 
   Etoi came running up. “Mathias!”
 
   Callan growled under his breath, but Etoi never gave him a chance to say a word. 
 
   “The girl captive with the strange eyes is very ill. The other two are yelling for help. They say she is dying.”
 
   Callan looked to Mathias, inspiration firing his smile. “Now we’ll find out which one Rayen is willing to save.” 
 
    
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER 17
 
    
 
   I paced the isolation hut, cursing Mathias and Zilya. I couldn’t believe Mathias was going to let Gabby die. 
 
   Zilya might. She’d made it clear that Tony’s life meant nothing to her. But I’d thought for sure that Mathias had shown an unusual interest in Gabby, and in a positive way earlier. So why hadn’t they come to check on her by now? 
 
   “Come on, babe, keep your eyes open,” Tony told Gabby in a concerned voice that I wouldn’t have thought possible at one time. Tony sat next to her, using a strip of cloth I’d torn from the bottom of my shirt to brush sweat off of Gabby’s forehead. 
 
   For someone who could be so abrasive at times, Tony had picked up quickly on Gabby’s aversion to being touched. He’d been careful not to stress her worse by making any contact with her skin. 
 
   I could do no more than Tony right now since I had no idea how to help Gabby either. I’d taken turns calling for help again, but hadn’t heard a sound in a long while. 
 
   Gabby lifted her head. It wobbled a little as she leaned back against the arm and shoulder Tony had put behind her for a support. “Water. My throat’s burning.”
 
   Tony looked at me. 
 
   I fisted my hands and turned to beat against the wall of the hut regardless of what the energy sizzling through the structure did to me. And it did hurt. Badly. 
 
   But a section the size of an opening started wavering.
 
   I stepped back into a defensive position in front of Tony and Gabby.
 
   When the opening finally appeared, Mathias entered first and stepped to the side. That allowed room for Callan to duck his head and walk in, a guarded expression in place. Mathias had a serene look, which I trusted as much as I trusted anything else in this strange, hostile world. 
 
   Not one bit. 
 
   Mathias started to speak, but my frustration knew no limit right then. 
 
   “What’s wrong with you people? You accuse us of being some murdering tek-nah-tees but you place no higher value on life either, do you?”
 
   I’d expected Mathias to snap right back at me, not to turn rigid as a statue at my accusation as if I’d slapped him. Or maybe insulted him. I’d feel bad for yelling at him since he seemed to be the only calm one in the bunch, but Gabby had gotten worse during each minute that Mathias had ignored our calls for help. 
 
   He drew a breath and spoke with the authority I’d heard in our earlier meeting. “We have to make the run to check for new children dropped from the transenders.”
 
   Tony piped up. “What’s that got to do with Gabby bein’ sick?”
 
   Callan’s only reaction to Tony’s words was a tightening of his jaw. His gaze moved to me and his words came out with a hard clip. “We need four who are experienced enough to do this. The young ones lack the strength and skill to face the challenges of this transender location.”
 
   “Still waitin’ on the punch line, dude,” Tony groused.
 
   Callan turned on Tony. “Shut up, tek-nah-tee.”  
 
   I couldn’t deal with both of them. “Tony, please.” 
 
   Gabby moaned and shivered. 
 
   When Mathias’s attention shifted to Gabby, his face scrunched with concern. So he finally noticed the puffy red skin on Gabby’s arms? He demanded, “What’s wrong with her?”
 
   Shaking his head, Tony gave him a look of rank disgust. “What the eff do you think we’ve been yellin’ about for so long? She’s having some kind of reaction. Needs a doctor. D.O.C.T.O.R. You got one?”  
 
   Dismissing him with a curt lift of his chin and speaking once again to me, Mathias said, “We do have a healer–”
 
   “Great.” My relief flooded out in that one word.
 
   “But as I was explaining,” he continued. “He is one of only four qualified to go on the observation run.”
 
   “Be serious,” Tony argued. “You gonna send him out someplace to maybe find someone while Gabby gets worse?”
 
   That stoked the fire that had simmered in Callan’s eyes since he’d walked into the hut. He turned all that fury on Tony. “If not for your kind, we wouldn’t have to go looking for children dumped in this place. If not for your kind we wouldn’t fear those children being eaten by a croggle or harmed by deadly plants. Don’t lay her sickness or possible death at our feet when your SEOH is behind all this.”
 
   Tony looked at me. “Who’s he talkin’ about?” 
 
   “I don’t know.”  And right now it didn’t matter, because I was tired of waiting on help for Gabby and didn’t want everyone to keep talking about her dying in front of her. I figured Callan wanted something and getting to that point sooner would be in Gabby’s best interest, but I posed my question to both Callan and Mathias.
 
   “What’s it going to take for us to get help for Gabby?” 
 
   A vein in Callan’s neck pulsed, restrained power waiting to be unleashed. I wasn’t going to like what he had to say. His lips parted to speak, but before he uttered a word his gaze drifted down to where I’d torn the bottom half of my shirt off for Gabby. He stared at my exposed skin as if he hadn’t expected to see that and had lost track of the conversation.
 
   I shifted my stance, crossing my arms as I did.
 
   He jerked his attention up. I quirked an eyebrow to let him know I’d caught him studying my body. I enjoyed the moment of catching his control slip. It had been oddly…flattering. 
 
   Not something I’d let him know. 
 
   When Callan didn’t answer my question, Mathias jumped in, saying, “I have sent for our healer. We will see if he can do anything first.”
 
   I hadn’t heard Mathias request anyone to come here, but in the next moment I heard a male voice outside the hut announce, “Jaxxson coming in.”  
 
   The opening appeared again. The guy who stepped forward had blond hair, a dark honey shade, and eyes so rich a brown and ringed by thick lashes that they appeared outlined in black. Naked chest showed above his skirt-like covering that reached his ankles. He was athletic looking, but had a lithe, sinewybuild as compared to Callan’s muscular physique. I personally found Callan more attractive. 
 
   Not that my opinion would matter to either of them.
 
   Callan’s gaze tracked over to me and I merely lifted an eyebrow in response. That sent his attention back to Mathias. 
 
   “Take a look at the girl’s arms,” Mathias directed the healer, his voice less hostile but no less authoritative. 
 
   As Jaxxson stepped past me, he nodded once, either a sign of respect or just sizing up the stranger in their midst. Then he knelt on the opposite side of Gabby from Tony, keeping his movements slow, as if not to overwhelm or scare her. 
 
   Wise move. Even the most docile animal would attack when in pain.
 
   Gabby pushed herself to sit up straight, wincing with the effort. She’d been so tough all day I’d come to understand that putting up a strong front was a matter of pride with her. 
 
   Jaxxson reached forward, then paused before touching her and asked, “May I?”  
 
   She shook her head and raised glazed eyes to me.
 
   I gave Jaxxson’s back a don’t-you-dare-try-anything threatening glare. I explained, “She doesn’t like to be touched.”
 
   “I’m a healer.” Jaxxson spoke gently to Gabby, but hostility danced beneath his words as if coming here to care for a prisoner wasted his precious time. A possible tek-nah-tee prisoner. 
 
   “Can you open your arms just to show him,” I asked Gabby, wanting her to get the help she needed.
 
   She gritted her teeth, but she forced her arms to unbend half way, which appeared to be all she could manage with her limbs swollen. 
 
   Jaxxson looked over his shoulder at me and asked, “How’d this happen?”
 
   I unflexed my balled hands. “We had to fight off some monster plant that was trying to suck us inside a pink flower. Its vine wrapped her wrist.” They weren’t showing an appropriate amount of concern, so I glanced in Callan’s direction and added, “Gabby’s having a bad reaction to that...or those red vines your little soldier wrapped around her wrists.”  
 
   Mathias sent Callan a pointed look filled with silent questions. Callan asked, “Pink flower? Green spots? A frazzle vine?”  He used his palms to air sketch a shape. “Blossoms this big? Then one huge flower head on the host bush?”   “Sounds like it.” I stepped toward Gabby. “Whatever it was, she’s been the only one of us to react. I think your red restraint vines made things worse.”
 
   Mathias asked Jaxxson, “Can you do anything for her?”
 
   “Yes, but I’ll need to move her back to the healing hut.”
 
   I immediately tensed. Last thing I wanted was to allow them to take Gabby anywhere alone. Especially if it meant her being isolated and vulnerable. “Why can’t you help her here?”
 
   Callan cut me off. “Because his supplies are in the healing hut, but that will have to wait until we get back. We need Jaxxson and have to leave soon.”
 
   Not good enough. I stepped toward Callan. “She’s getting sicker by the minute. She can’t wait for later.”
 
   “She doesn’t have a house,” Mathias argued. 
 
   I snarled, “I don’t care if she doesn’t have a tent, she could die from this. Are you willing to let that happen after we saved that little girl?”
 
   Guilt slid through Callan’s hard expression, but he looked as though he’d come to some conclusion. “I told you we have to run the transender lines then we also have to hunt for food.”
 
   Not my fault, I wanted to answer but instead said, “What do you mean by running these lines?”
 
   He drew a deep breath as if just listening to me took all his patience. “Do not play games with me. The tek–”
 
   “I’m not a tek-nah-tee!” I roared. “I don’t know who or what they are, but I’m starting to wonder about what kind of people you are if you’re willing to leave her–”  I pointed at Gabby. “–in pain.”
 
   “That is your problem,” Callan charged. “Mine is saving our children.” He paused as if wrestling his temper under control, then added in a calmer voice, “But we may be able to work out something favorable for everyone.”
 
   Finally. The trade I’d been expecting. “What do you want?”
 
   “A fourth person to go with us who can...help defend against a croggle. I will allow Jaxxson to remain and tend to the girl, but in exchange we need another person. We’ll take the one who can’t deny he is tek with us.”
 
   I looked at Tony, easily reading the thoughts behind his ashen face. He believed once Callan and Mathias took him away he’d never return. He’d already said once that he expected to get thrown under a bus. Was this the bus? 
 
   Worse, the resigned look on his face said he thought I would agree. 
 
   I didn’t want to leave Gabby alone, but neither could I let Tony walk out of here with someone who’d marked him for death. Keeping my eyes on Tony, I announced, “No. I’ll go instead.”
 
   A whole swarm of demon flies could have set up camp in Tony’s open mouth before he recovered to shout, “Are you crazy?” He slapped his leg. “What am I sayin’? Of course, you’re crazy. First you’re talkin’ to an inv–”
 
   “Tony!”  I gave that warning in a voice that threatened serious harm if he said another word. Then I turned to Callan, “What’s it going to be?”
 
   He swung a stunned gaze on me. That had clearly not been the answer he’d been looking for, but that was the only one he was getting. I sensed a lot more not being said out loud between Callan and Mathias when they faced each other, the dilemma of what to do hanging between them. 
 
   Mathias started, “I don’t know that we–” 
 
   Divide and conquer came to mind, but I didn’t sense any real dissent between these two. 
 
   Cutting off Mathias, I swung to Callan, to get the terms straight. “Before I go though I want your word–as a warrior–that no harm will come to either of them while I’m gone.”
 
   Something shifted in Callan’s eyes that made me think he rarely had to put his word on the line and, in that moment, I had a gut feeling that he took his honor to heart. 
 
   Then again, that perception might’ve been nothing more than the result of too many knocks to my head today.
 
   Callan stepped in front of me, tight muscles in his face flexing as if fighting his temper again. When he spoke, each word had the bite of jagged ice. “And what if I choose not to agree to your terms?” 
 
   I crossed my arms and tilted my head up, our noses only inches apart. “Then prepare for things to get ugly. Because if you don’t help Gabby, or if you try to take Tony out of here, it’s going to get bloody and I promise you there will not be four of you in shape to make the rescue run when I’m done.”
 
   Mathias asked Callan, “If there’s a child to save, would we be better served to take a trained warrior than a...”
 
   Smooth approach on Mathias’s part to give Callan an out by suggesting that someone who could fight would be of more benefit than a tek-nah-tee they only wanted to sacrifice. 
 
   While everyone waited in silence, Callan finally gave a single nod of agreement. 
 
   I didn’t want to admit it, but I admired the fact that Callan put the needs of the children ahead of his desire to punish a tek-nah-tee.
 
   That was until he added, “If the sick girl is with Jaxxson until we return, there is no way for this one–” he bent his head toward me.
 
   If I told him my name, would he stop calling me this one?
 
   “–to get to her if she escapes. If she runs or tries to interfere with us in any way–”
 
   “I won’t.”  I was tired of hearing threats. “I’m not going to abandon my friends or cause any problem...as long as Jaxxson heals her. Are we through negotiating?”
 
   Mathias didn’t chuckle, but his eyes creased with an odd humor, as if stifling a half-smile at Callan. 
 
   Callan’s eyes still seethed, probably from my having demanded his word as a warrior again. “I have agreed but know this–if any of you try to escape while I’m outside the village, the other two will pay dearly.”
 
   “Understood,” I said then turned and dropped down in front of Gabby. When I told Jaxxson, “I need a minute,” I made it clear that was an order, not a request.
 
   Jaxxson gave me a testy look, but stood and moved to where Mathias and Callan waited. 
 
   Gabby still fought to hold herself upright. “Don’t leave, Rayen. They can’t be trusted.”
 
   Tony had recovered from his surprise and leaned in. “Look, Xena...Rayen, I don’t want–”
 
   I cut in, keeping my voice low. “Both of you listen up. Gabby, we need you healthy. Soon.”  I gave her a meaningful look I hoped she understood – that she had to be in shape to run the minute we found a way out of here. When her infection-dulled eyes lit with understanding and she nodded, I turned to Tony. “I don’t know what a bus is, short or otherwise, but I’m not throwing you under anything. Take care of Gabby while I’m gone and...be ready when I return.”
 
   As if the day hadn’t been filled with enough surprises, for once Tony not only was speechless, he actually looked like he agreed with me.
 
   I then rose and strode over to the three waiting for me. I nodded toward Callan. “You ready?”
 
   “Rayen!” Gabby pushed up to her knees, refusing Tony’s offer to help her up, which would have meant his fingers touching her exposed arm. 
 
   Seeing her in such pain twisted my gut. “Yeah, Gabby?” 
 
   “Be safe.” Her eyes said a whole lot more. “And come back.”
 
   “Plan on it.”  My gaze slid to Jaxxson who had waited next to the opening that had once again appeared in the wall. He didn’t look any happier about the arrangement than I was, but I didn’t care. My words were as hard as stone when I warned the healer, “I promise you I will be back, and I had better find her safe and healthy.”  
 
   I didn’t wait for a reply as I turned, following Callan and Mathias out the door into the purple light that was becoming a noticeably darker reddish-purple. 
 
   Once outside and far enough away from the hut that neither Gabby nor Tony could easily hear them, Callan glanced over his shoulder at me. “It’s unwise to offer promises you have no way of knowing for sure you can fulfill.”
 
   “What? Telling Gabby and Tony that I was coming back?”  I’d already fought one croggle practically alone, so how much harder could it be this time? If he hoped to rattle my confidence, he wasted his breath. I simply pointed out, “Croggles don’t seem too hard to kill.”
 
   Callan’s lips curved with a knowing smile when he cast another look at me. “The croggle you fought was a clumsy adolescent. The ones living around the transender site we go to now are full-grown creatures. Three times as large. Can’t be stopped with a spear and not the least bit clumsy.”
 
   Now he tells me. “So how do we kill it?” 
 
   “That is the problem of the one keeping it busy if there is a child to save.”
 
   I didn’t even waste my breath asking who he intended to send out to be croggle bait. 
 
    
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER 18
 
    
 
   If I die here, how long will it take my dad to notice I’m missing if the school doesn’t notify him?  
 
   Months. And Gabby considered that generous on her part. 
 
   One school hadn’t noticed when she’d missed classes for two weeks. 
 
   She followed along behind Jaxxson, ignoring him since he ignored her. Outside the isolation unit, everything in the village was cast in intense reddish-purples from that jacked up sky. Moving around had given her a small burst of energy, or an adrenaline spike over facing a new unknown. She kept forcing one foot in front of the other, struggling to catch her breath in the humidity that wrapped around her and squeezed, reminding her of childhood summers in Saigon, Bangkok and Singapore. Mostly Singapore. Surviving that had been hard enough after her mom cashed out, but then her dad buried himself so deep in his work he’d forgotten he had a daughter.
 
   A burden he’d pawned off on one private school after another since then. 
 
   She coughed and stumbled, catching her balance. Must not lag behind the grouchy healer from this weird world. 
 
   “Drink more of the water I gave you unless you enjoy coughing,” Jaxxson said without turning around. The only words he’d spoken to her since leaving the neon-green hut this group used for a jail. “And keep up. You’re not the only one who needs my attention.”
 
   She caught what his terse words hadn’t said, that she imposed on his valuable time. Especially since he considered her an enemy, some freaky whatever they kept calling her, Tony and Rayen–techno-somethings. As if.
 
   She had the brain power to be a techno-whiz, but lacked the passion for anything mechanical or electronic. Numbers she loved, the rest? Bleh.
 
   Jaxxson crossed into a less dense area. Not wide open like the grassy space where the metal pod had spit them out, more like trails wrapped in between trees where the underbrush had been cleared. Lots of trails, tons of big trees but no people, except for the sound of children, but she couldn’t see any. The trees weren’t brown or gray-skinned and the leaves weren’t green. They were every color but. If not for working so hard to stay upright, she’d pause to admire the wicked colors, but not right now.
 
   With Rayen dragged along on a hunting expedition that might involve killing croggles and Tony stuck in that prison unit, Gabby had to find out as much as she could while she was semi-free. Getting Jaxxson to talk at all would be tough, but he might if she started with a subject that interested him. 
 
   She asked in a scratchy voice, “How many kids are here in Camp Croggle?”
 
   “Water,” he ordered again.
 
   Not a lively conversationalist. 
 
   She made a face at his back, or tried to but her face muscles weren’t cooperating. Why should she be surprised at Jaxxson? He was just another self-consumed brainiac healer, like her father, right down to the bedside manners of a turnip. Only her dad was a physician, not some wannabe doc like Jaxxson.
 
   A real doctor would have realized the reason she hadn’t kept drinking was because she couldn’t. Getting the lip of the water bag he’d hung around her neck up to her mouth became more impossible as her condition deteriorated.
 
   Her swollen arms were so tight they didn’t want to bend and neither did her puffed-up fingers that felt as though the skin would split any minute. But her throat ached with a dry, burning heat so she fumbled with the bag made of strange, aqua-colored leather hanging from a woven grass lanyard. She managed to lift the opening to her lips.
 
   And pour some water in her mouth.
 
   The rest ran down her chin and chest, dribbling over the front of her dress that was dirty from being dragged through the jungle. The multi-colored cloth would hide most of the wet stains. Dropping the water sack to lay against her chest again, she swiped a fat hand at her face and missed half the water still trickling down. Sort of like getting a shot of Novocain in her arms, hands and face...but without the pain relief. 
 
   She focused on Jaxxson’s back walking ahead of her and asked, “Where’s this healing hut?”  
 
   “We’re close.”
 
   “Where did Rayen, Mathias and Callan go?”
 
   Not a word. The old silent treatment?
 
   Being the new kid at a new school every six to eight months when her nanosurgeon-dad-turned-consultant accepted new contracts with different national and international medical programs meant a lot of stares and silence from her peers. You’d think after that, and being ignored by her dad for the past six years, she’d have gotten used to being treated as an inanimate object. A useless dead weight.
 
   But she hadn’t.
 
   On the other hand, she should be glad Jaxxson hadn’t looked back at her the whole time she’d followed him since she could probably beat out the Creature Of The Deep for a scary-looking award. Her filthy arms and face were swollen and streaked with red lines, hair stuck out unintentionally all over the place and sweat glued her clothes to her body. 
 
   Not that she should care, but grouchy up ahead looked like he’d stepped out of a television ad for sexy shaving cream with that sarong wrapped around his waist, his nicely-defined chest, smooth, olive-tone skin over an appealing masculine face and taut muscles that flexed across his back. 
 
   Wait. Back muscles? 
 
   That had nothing to do with shaving cream ads. 
 
   The infection must be frying her brain. Had to be the only reason she’d consider anyone who was even remotely related to medicine attractive. Underneath all that prime packaging lived the cold heart of an arrogant male with a God complex. 
 
   She’d met plenty over the years.
 
   Sons of a few of her father’s associates had taken an interest in her, until they clued into the fact she wasn’t her mother, the classic trophy wife. 
 
   Gabby had set her sights on being anything but. The more anti-trophy-worthy she could make herself, the better. 
 
   Jaxxson came to a sudden halt in front of a massive tree that reminded her of giant California redwoods you could drive a car through. Except this one’s striped bark had a tiger-skin look to it and, way up high, polka-dotted yellow leaves flickered beneath that crimson-red daytime moon. But the moon had trekked some from one side of the sky to the other since she’d first seen it, like the arc of a sun going from horizon to horizon. 
 
   She kept plodding along to close the distance between her and Jaxxson. Why had he stopped here? 
 
   He turned with his arms crossed, as if waiting on an errant child. His dark-brown eyes swept up and down her, pausing on her face before he looked away. 
 
   I look that gross, huh? 
 
   Like she cared what he thought? But to be honest, the boys usually found her attractive, so on some what-the-hell-is-wrong-with-you level his action did sting. 
 
   When she finally reached him, he said, “Ready?”
 
   “For what?”
 
   “To enter the healing hut.”
 
   He was joking, right?
 
   “I hate to point out the obvious, you being a medical professional and all,” she said in a perky sarcastic voice she managed to dredge up in spite of the pain. “But it’s a tree and I can’t climb. I know, I’m self-diagnosing, and you doctors hate that, but I’m just saving you from a possible malpractice suit.” In case he needed a demonstration, she raised her sausage fingers and unbendable arms as high as she could, grimacing. The pain had increased as her heart rate picked up from walking, and worrying. 
 
   He shook his head as if she were particularly slow or clueless. “Come on.”  He reached for her arm.
 
   She flinched and stepped back, her voice coming out brisk, to make sure he understood.  “Don’t touch me.”
 
   “Don’t give me orders,” he warned. “I have enough to do without having to deal with someone like you.”
 
   “What do you mean ‘someone like me’?”
 
   “Think I haven’t noticed you’re a Hy’bridt?”
 
   Did he mean hybrid? Like a mixed breed? A mongrel. “A what?”
 
   “Mismatched eyes. Sign of a Hy’bridt.”
 
   Yeah, right. Everyone saw her different eyes before they saw her and marked her a freak without a single word of getting to know her. That’s why she made a point of being the first one to put some distance between herself and strangers before someone had the opportunity to snub her. “I’ve been slammed by better than you, buster.”
 
   He jerked at her words. “I didn’t touch you and I harm no one.”
 
   This whole conversation had gotten weirder than she could deal with until she found relief from this infection. 
 
   A battle of emotions warred through his gaze until he settled on irritated, his default emotion from what she could tell. He ground out his next words. “You wanted my help. If you don’t go into the hut soon, that infection could reach your brain and, if it does, I won’t be able to stop it from killing you.”
 
   Could reach her brain? 
 
   Was he telling her the truth or just trying to scare her? Either way, he was doing a damn good job of rattling her.
 
   In fact, swallowing was becoming more difficult, especially getting past the lump of panic jamming her throat. “What do you want me to do? If your hut is inside this tree, show me the door.”
 
   “Door?”
 
   She lifted her eyebrows. Was she speaking another language all of a sudden? “Yes. How else do you get in and out?”
 
   “You have two different eye colors and claim to not be tek-nah-tee, yet you must be one or the other.”
 
   “One or the other what?” 
 
   “You waste my time!” 
 
   And you’re making me crazy! She bared her clenched teeth. “I get it. You’re important, but I’m not fluent in idiot and you’re not making any sense. What does any of this one-kind-or-another thing have to do with getting inside this tree?”
 
   “Tek-nah-tees can’t enter this tree.”  His eyes flickered with a thought, something he battled about within himself until he looked up, whispering something silently that reminded her of her father when his patience ran out. Then he glanced back at her. “You have mixed eyes yet you don’t see the passage?”
 
   One more snipe about her screwy colored eyes and he was going to end up seeing stars circling his head. 
 
   She took in the bark on the tree trunk, searching for a line or something that would indicate a doorway. Something that would prove she was not a tek-nah-tee. “Give me a hint.”
 
   “Put both hands up on the tree,” he said, enunciating each word slowly. 
 
   She started to tell him she wasn’t the moron here who thought she could walk through a tree. Giving him a we’ll-play-your-little-game glare, she gritted her teeth and moved right up against the bark so she didn’t have to reach far to touch it. She pushed her aching hands forward, past her hips, and then she paused, anticipating the pain of her over-sensitive palms hitting the striped bark. 
 
   But her hands touched nothing, kept moving as they disappeared into the tree that gave no more resistance than a cloud.
 
   The unexpected lack of solidity startled her and she fell forward with no chance of getting her arms up to block her fall. 
 
   She squeezed her eyes closed and hunched her shoulders, preparing to hit face first.
 
   And stopped in mid-air. 
 
   An arm scooped around her waist right before her face should have smashed into the ground. 
 
   She opened her eyes. 
 
   Yep, that smooth flat surface she stared at had to be the floor, because the two feet in odd sandals also in view matched the ones Jaxxson wore. 
 
   He hoisted her up to stand on her own and released her, stepping back with a strange expression. A mix of confusion and surprise.    
 
   Yeah, she was freaky, but this guy had no idea just how weird. 
 
   Want to talk freaky? Take a look at this place. 
 
   Awe stretched through her voice when she said, “This has got to be the most rockin’ tree house I’ve ever seen.”  The room looked about fifteen feet across and more like an apartment than a doctor’s office. Nothing cold and sterile here.
 
   She sniffed. Eucalyptus? Sort of. And something else just as soothing. Sage? Or maybe lavender? It could be from the rough-hewn wood of the tree walls, toned down from the outside stripes. How cool was this to be inside the heart of a living, breathing tree?
 
   Or were they? “Is this tree still alive?”
 
   “Of course it is.”  He strolled away. 
 
   She scrunched up her face and silently mimicked his words Of course it is, but he didn’t see her. 
 
   Jaxxson stopped at a wall where an odd assortment of dried plants hung from a vine line. He pulled a wooden bowl off a crude shelf and sat it on a large slab table that was covered with a soft-looking gray skin of some kind. Reaching for several dried plants, he used a polished rock to crush the leaves into the bowl. 
 
   Definitely not like any kind of hospital or clinic that she’d ever seen.
 
   Glancing up higher, there appeared to be another room accessed by a hand-hewn ladder, like a loft. She asked, “You live here?”   
 
   Putting down the bowl, he turned to her, a furrow between his brows as if he still tried to figure out something about her. “This is my temporary quarters until we find a way home.”
 
   So he wasn’t from here either. 
 
   “Where’s home?” she asked, trying to figure out the emotion beneath his words. He’d gone from adversarial to quiet since she’d stepped inside this place. Maybe the scents in here had a calming effect on him, too.
 
   He took his time answering. “Back through the transender.”
 
   “You mean that–” Just then she noticed something new about the table in front of him. No table legs. Nothing between the slab and the floor. “Is that, uh, floating on its own?” 
 
   He looked down at the space beneath the slab then back at her. “Of course it is. I need you to sit on the surface so I can treat you.”
 
   She started to tell him the thing was too high when the slab suddenly levitated down low enough for her to easily slide onto it. 
 
   But she didn’t move. Had that really happened or was this guy some kind of magician, which could mean he was fooling her about everything, even being a healer.
 
   He ordered, “Sit.”
 
   Considering all the bizarre things she’d encountered since Rayen’s hand had been sucked into that computer screen, Gabby decided to just roll with this for now. She inched herself onto the slab, waiting for it to slam to the floor at any second, Jaxxson reached for his bowl of ground-up leaf mixture. He grasped a handful that he let sift through his fingers as if checking to see if the texture suited him. Then he added some liquid from another bowl.
 
   Was he a healer...or a witchdoctor?
 
   What if that evil-eyed tile girl had convinced Mathias to do this as a set up?  
 
   Scary second thoughts bombarded Gabby. Her heart rate increased like a sprinter going for a record and her breathing shortened until it came in pants. 
 
   What exactly was that stuff Jaxxson held? Would it do more harm than the red vines? What if he’d brought her here to interrogate then kill? She knew nothing about tek-nah-tees. Would he believe her?
 
   He paused, cocking his head to one side. “Why are you becoming more distressed?”
 
   Had he read her thoughts? Without touching her? To hide her surprise at his question, she asked him one. “What kind of doctor are you?”
 
   “Heal-er,” he said in an exaggerated voice of impatience. “Understand?”
 
   She buried her worry under her temper. “Oh, I understand. Doc-tor A-hole. Got it.” 
 
   If not for the dire circumstances, she’d get a laugh at the dumbfounded look on his face that said he had no idea what she’d just called him. And male ego, being what it was, meant he’d never admit to not knowing. 
 
   Instead he frowned even more and reached for a basket on the floor. He pulled two puce-looking dried flowers out, tossed those in his bowl then continued crushing that with the leaves. He eyed her again, trying to decide something. When he finally made up his mind, he said, “I’m from the healing house. But I’m not called whatever you are calling me.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   He paused in thought. “There are many names for what I do, but I have not studied them all.” 
 
   Odd answer. Who were these people? But no matter how much effort it took, she had to keep the conversation going, hoping to find out something useful. “I was born in China. Hong Kong, but we moved around a lot.” 
 
   Digesting that for a moment, he asked, “Your home?”
 
   “No.”  Her neck muscles ached, getting tight like her arms, but she didn’t want to stop the tentative truce. That much she’d learned from her dad. The number of real discussions with him could be measured on the fingers of one hand, but if she did get him to talk, she made darn sure she kept him talking. 
 
   Jaxxson pondered a few seconds then asked, “If you’re not tek-nah-tee, where are you from?”
 
   Her heart did a double bounce at the word “if.”  Here was a chance to convince him she wasn’t tek-nah-tee and open the door for his friends to consider that Tony and Rayen might not be either. 
 
   She carefully explained, “I live in Albuquerque, New Mexico for now, but my dad consults all over the world so I’ve lived everywhere–Berlin, Dubai, Singapore. What about you?”
 
   The silence that met her words raised hairs along her neck. The intensity of his stillness sent her pulse skyrocketing and with each hard pump of her heart she could swear she felt the infection spread. 
 
   She started breathing in shorter, rougher gasps.
 
   Jaxxson grabbed a handful of his mixture again, sandwiching it between his palms. He shook his head as if grappling with something he couldn’t comprehend. “I live in City Four.”
 
   She shook her head. A city called by a number? “Four?”
 
   As if reading her mind again he explained, “Yes, YEG/4.” 
 
   What was he talking about? Had she heard him right? Her eyes blurred then cleared. She wheezed a breath in and out. 
 
   He squatted down in front of her, real concern showing on his face for the first time. “I have to rub this on your wrists at the infection origin. Right now.”
 
   That meant touching her. She swallowed past her dry lips, and her fear. “No. Give me the bowl. I’ll do it.”
 
   “How will you do that with fingers that refuse to work?”
 
   She didn’t have an answer for him. Her head was splitting and it was getting harder and harder to swallow.
 
   “This will not work without my touch,” he added.
 
   “Why?”  
 
   “You’re serious? Were you born of this millennium?”
 
   Pain blazed through her. She snapped at him. “Of course not, I was born in...” Her chest wouldn’t expand. She forced out, “1997.”
 
   His eyes widened as he whispered, “Not possible.”
 
   “Oh, really? When were you born...uhggg...”  She flailed her arms at her neck, unable to reach her throat. 
 
   Jaxxson reached for her, his face ripped with anxiety and anger. “You lie. Who are you? Don’t close your eyes!”
 
   His fingers latched tight onto one of her wrists.  
 
   She tried to protest, but couldn’t. Words snagged in her closing throat. Her vision blurred. Pain raged through her wrist, her whole body. She jerked her arm, but couldn’t pull away and started falling back, back, back into a bottomless void. 
 
   Jaxxson’s bewildered thoughts burst into her mind.
 
   She lies. 
 
   1997 is impossible. 
 
   I was born in 2162.
 
    
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER 19
 
    
 
   I stalked behind Zilya who followed Etoi as Callan led all of us through another tunnel in the green fog that protected the village. The air seemed to have thickened, clawing at my skin and making each breath labored, even though we were not yet in the jungle.
 
   Zilya had traded her queenly robes for a leaner, two-piece look similar to Etoi’s. The tops covered their breasts and tied at the necks. The bottom parts stopped mid-thigh. Pants...no, I’d heard them called shorts. 
 
   Where? At the school? Or somewhere else?  
 
   The material hugged their bodies like soft deerskin. 
 
   But deerskin was tan colored. Not spotted like a leopard. 
 
   Leopards have spots. If that was correct, more fragmented memories and knowledge were sifting through the black hole in my mind. 
 
   We exited on the opposite side of the village from where I’d originally entered. I set my bearings according to the red moon–as Gabby had labeled it–that had moved halfway across the sky. Hard to believe that a full day hadn’t passed yet since we’d arrived here. Or had it? 
 
   Callan picked up his near-silent pace, moving us quickly over a narrow strip of open land, through dead grayish and yellow-orange vegetation to a copse of trees that looked more like forest than jungle. The minute the four of us reached the first tall trees with ghost branches, gnarled and white, Callan swung around and said, “This is good.”  
 
   Etoi carried two spears and whispered something to Zilya as they both stopped.  
 
   When Zilya’s gaze intercepted mine, she lost her chuckle and fumbled with the short spear Etoi handed her. Could the delicate Zilya handle that weapon and hold her own? Guess I’d find out soon. 
 
   Callan ordered, “Etoi will lead, then Zilya, me, then her.”
 
   Her? “My name’s Rayen.”
 
   Etoi protested, “I won’t have her behind Zilya or me.”
 
   So much for trying to get on a first-name basis. I felt a smidgen of sympathy for Callan who always seemed one word from losing his patience with Etoi. 
 
   Zilya didn’t interfere, other than allowing Callan to see that she, too, wasn’t comfortable with me following her. 
 
   Callan’s skin deepened in hue when he drew a long breath as if that would wash away his frustration with outspoken Etoi. “If the three of us don’t return to the village, the other two prisoners will be executed. She–”  Callan nodded at me. “–knows this and won’t try to escape or harm one of us. And since you should know the most vulnerable position is the last in line, does that mean you wish to take her place?”
 
   Understanding brightened Zilya’s eyes once she grasped Callan’s logic. “Good plan. How do you want to split up?”
 
   Etoi opened her mouth to voice her opinion and Callan glared her into silence. “You take Etoi, Zilya, and I’ll take...her.”
 
   “Why?” Zilya demanded.
 
   That snapped the latch on Callan’s temper. He stepped over to her, his body swelled with restrained fury, his color one shade now–deep violet. “Etoi is too impulsive to be put with her and heeds only you. I’m the best one to deal with the captive if she creates a problem. We don’t have the time to argue with a child’s life potentially depending on us. You’re of the Governing House, not the Warrior House. Need I remind you who is in charge out here? Force me to waste another breath explaining and you’ll regret it.”
 
   “We’ll discuss this further with Mathias when we return.”  Zilya stood firm and spoke with authority, but everything else about her seemed to shrink back from his anger. Flags of embarrassment waved in her cheeks. She didn’t wilt like a flower that had been trampled, but withdrew in respect of the foot that could smash her. 
 
   Interesting dynamics. Now if only I could use that tension to my advantage to get myself, Gabby and Tony free.
 
   Callan sent me a look of discomfort at having his group’s flaws laid out in front of a stranger, but when he spoke to Etoi, his voice was that of a leader. “Are we clear?”
 
   “Of course.” 
 
   She’d answered in a respectful tone that I didn’t believe for a minute, but it seemed to mollify everyone’s temper. I didn’t know why I wanted to do it, but I decided to help out Callan by distracting his attention from the other two. 
 
   I asked him, “How long is it going to take to get where we’re going?”
 
   “Not long. Let’s get moving.”  
 
   Etoi took off into the undergrowth with Zilya right behind. Zilya’s white-blond spikes of hair bounced above the vegetation, keeping her visible. 
 
   Callan stepped away and tossed over his shoulder, “Keep up.” 
 
   I smiled and waved my hand in a keep-moving motion. “I won’t lose you.”
 
   He headed into the forest at a brisk pace, slapping chocolate-hued branches out of his way with sharp swings of his sword. I noticed which plants he tended to sidestep—orangish pink, and deep blue ones. Some were spiky and others furry like soft chick-down. So I knew what chick-down was, huh? 
 
   A loud caw overhead alerted me to a gray-yellow bird. At least I thought it was a bird, except for the long scaly tail that drooped behind it. The tail broke off into four individual lengths, like different sized whips. 
 
   “Watch that,” Callan ordered, halting me in my stride.
 
   I shoved my gaze in the direction he pointed and saw a very small bear-type animal, all fluffy and furry until the critter’s neck extended once again as long as its body. Half its head opened up to expose three rows of lethal, slicing fangs that were almost as large as the animal’s wide paws.
 
   “What is that?” I didn’t realize I’d spoken out loud until Callan made a snort sound.
 
   “It’s called a muttrapper.”  
 
   “Is it as lethal as it looks?”
 
   “Worse. Each of those teeth is tipped in poison.”
 
   “Nice mutt-whatever. Be a nice mutt-rapper,” I murmured as I sidestepped around the critter. “Guess this means you’re saving me for the croggle.”  
 
   He glanced at me, puzzlement staining his expression. “If I wanted to feed you to something, I’d have told you to pet the muttrapper.”
 
   He’d sounded insulted. What’d I say wrong? “Just joking. I appreciate the warning,” I said to his back as he marched ahead. This bunch didn’t have much sense of humor.
 
   Fine by me. Now, I could drop my mask of subservient prisoner and focus on the important things, like keeping track of where I was in relation to the village. 
 
   Callan followed a trail deeper into landscape thick with vines as large as my legs, leaves of yellow, red and rust. 
 
   I tried to memorize as many landmarks as possible in order to return on my own if I needed to, but the trees were so huge they blocked out any distant view. So I started noting shapes of trees like the one I’d just passed that hunched over like an ancient elder. Another towering one dead ahead split into five arms, with long, thin branches like fingers reaching toward the changing sky. Everything in this place seemed oversized, twisted and lethal. 
 
   What made this place a sphere? That’s what Mathias had called it. Who were Callan, Mathias, Zilya and the others, and where had they come from if this was not their home? 
 
   They clearly weren’t happy about being here and it wasn’t by choice, so what had happened? Were they prisoners, too? Maybe I could convince them to work with us and find a way home...but where was their home? 
 
   And what was the possibility of Callan working with Tony–the one he’d deemed an enemy tek-nah-tee beyond any doubt–in any lifetime? Zero. 
 
   That put me back to where I’d started, which wasn’t much of a place to be, considering I had no idea what the word “home” meant to me either. And if I didn’t get back to the Institute, I wouldn’t find out what information my fingerprints had revealed. 
 
   Even if I did, would that give me my memory? 
 
   What about that healer who was hopefully taking care of Gabby? Could he heal more than the body? Like finding my lost memories? I asked Callan, “Can your healer work on any part of the body?”
 
   Callan snapped at me, “You feeling ill?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Then be quiet and keep up.”
 
   So much for a friendly conversation.
 
   I managed to stay on pace just fine and, like Callan, I moved ghost-quiet in this setting, which made me wonder if being in the wild was familiar to me. Had I hunted at one time? 
 
   Slipping up close to him, I whispered, “Right behind you.”
 
   Smooth muscles flexed with his fluid movements. The mottled colors on his skin shifted a tiny bit. Did emotion affect the change? He’d never admit I’d surprised him. 
 
   With Etoi and Zilya moving along seven to eight steps ahead of Callan, I tried once more to engage the hard-nosed warrior in a conversation. “Why are you here?”
 
   He wouldn’t answer. 
 
   “What is this place? Did you get into trouble to be sent here?”
 
   He sent an implacable expression over his shoulder that should unnerve me if I had that kind of temperament, but I was finding I didn’t have many docile bones in my body. 
 
   I kept verbally poking at him, telling myself it was only to get information. Not because I wanted to break through that stony wall and make him interact with me as someone other than a prisoner. “How long have you been here?”
 
   “Be quiet, tek-nah-tee,” he growled. 
 
   “Thought I made it clear that I am not a tek-nah-tee.”
 
   “Anyone who walks with the enemy and protects the enemy is the enemy.”
 
   That told me the cost of defending Tony and stepping in to take his place. “You going to tell me what a tek-nah-tee is?”
 
   “Vermin. You’re all vermin.”  He spat the words.
 
   Vermin? That sounded familiar. “You think I’m a...rodent? A rat?”
 
   He shook his head as if to himself and muttered something that would be dark if it had color. “Calling you a rat would be unkind–”
 
   There was hope for this conversation.
 
   “–to rats. Tek-nah-tee are more like cockroaches. Single-minded, stupid insects with no regard for what’s decent. No other creature than the cockroach has survived every devastation in our world.” 
 
   His attitude annoyed me on a level I couldn’t explain.  More than feeling irritated. He compared me to something disgusting. That cut me when I shouldn’t care what this stranger thought. I changed the direction of my next question. “So where do the tek-nah-tees stay in this place?”
 
   He swung around so fast I almost ran into him and had to throw my hands against his chest to stop myself. 
 
   My pulse pounded at touching him. 
 
   He stood there for a second, long enough for me to feel his heart thrumming a fast beat before he backed away from my touch. I dropped my hands, fighting an awkward feeling at the way he made it clear how much he detested being touched by me. He walked backwards so I had to follow, but not as close as before. 
 
   After a silent couple of steps, he said, “You know tek-nah-tees only visit this world to drop off incoming mystik passengers or spy on those of us who still live. Why do you ask these questions?”  
 
   I juggled what I knew to this point. I could understand his hostility if the tek-nah-tee forced kids into this scary place and killed them, but I still didn’t understand why he seemed convinced that I was one. I had no mark on my neck like the one on Tony that had created a stir with them. 
 
   “You’re an intelligent person, Callan. Think this through. You have no solid proof that I’m a tek-nah-tee. If you could open your mind to the idea that I might not be your enemy, then maybe we could help each other.”
 
   To be fair, there was some chance I could be a tek-nah-tee since I had no memory prior to this morning, but I would not harm a child and, without any real proof, I refused to be marked as a child killer. 
 
   Callan turned around and picked his sure-footed way through an undulating area of roots–had that root just moved?–and uneven, hard-packed red dirt when the path leveled out. 
 
   Was he actually entertaining the possibility of what I suggested? 
 
   I thought so, until he muttered, “I will not be tricked again by a tek-nah-tee.”  He turned to me again and jabbed the spear at my chest, point first, but stopped short of breaking skin.
 
   Furious at the mere threat of attack, I caught the shaft before the tip had any chance of doing damage. Yanking the end up and toward me, I brought us face-to-face, feeling smug when we stood so close I could see sparks of red firing through his eyes that were now a somber brown in this shadowed light. His nose flared as if he’d caught a wild scent and his gaze dropped to my mouth. 
 
   My thoughts skidded to a halt, long enough for the anger to bleed out of me. I had the craziest thought of wanting to run my finger across that sculpted mouth to force a smile, just to see what he looked like happy. 
 
   A flash of movement drew my eyes to a flutter of rainbow-colored wings the size of my two hands spread open. Four flapping wings on a furry body that had a chipmunk-looking head, beady black eyes and small legs with claws that were extended as it flew towards Callan. Large and lethal claws.
 
   Shaking himself from whatever had happened for those few seconds, he snarled at me. “Don’t think to use your powers on me without suffering repercussion.”
 
   I ignored his words, too focused on the threat. I spun away and broke a dead limb thick as my thumb from a tree and leaned back, prepared to throw my make-do spear at the attacking bird.
 
   Callan took one look over his shoulder and dove at me, grabbing my arm. “No!”
 
   We both lost our balance. I toppled backwards, landing hard against the ground, one shoulder scraping a tree. He came down on my chest with a thunk, knocking the breath from me. I groaned, but kept my eyes open, searching for the threatening bird thing. 
 
   The flying critter had landed on a small sapling at Callan’s feet but now flew back up into the tree, squeaking in terror the whole way. 
 
   The little bird animal landed on a branch and turned to keep an eye on me as if I presented the real threat.
 
   I let out a pained breath and relaxed my guard. The minute I did, I noticed every curved muscle, and other parts, draped over me. A distinct masculine scent tangled up my next breath.
 
   The heat I felt building inside this time had nothing to do with preparing to fight a battle. 
 
   He pushed up on his arms, sharp breaths squeezing out between clenched jaws. I could swear embarrassment skittered across his face before his eyes hardened and he snapped, “Have you no brain?”
 
   “Evidently not, because I try to save you from being attacked and end up catching the devil for it.”
 
   The surprise on his face was comical. “Save me? From a dallymoth?”
 
   “Moth? Aren’t those like butterflies? That thing’s no moth. I saw teeth and claws.”
 
   He growled another dark word I didn’t catch. “Teeth for eating insects with hard shells and claws for grabbing branches as it flies around spinning thread...which we use for weaving. You frightened it so badly I bet the thing doesn’t make a strand of thread to harvest for another week. Do you have to kill everything that helps us survive?” 
 
   My face heated so fast I had to be glowing red with humiliation. I shot back at him, “I only meant to protect you. Wasted energy on my part.”  
 
   My answer must have stalled his brain because he stared at me slack-jawed. 
 
   I’d have laughed at his expression if I could find one thing funny about this situation. “Get off me.”
 
   Now he looked embarrassed. Good. 
 
   He shoved up to his feet, stood there a minute debating something, then offered his hand. 
 
   I slapped it away and struggled to a standing position. “How am I to know what’s dangerous or not in this place? You got a book or a list of things not to kill?”  
 
   Callan had no answer to that. He just stared at me for several long seconds then lifted the spear and turned back to whatever trail he followed. 
 
   “Is there a problem?” Zilya called out, coming back to us, her eyes a deep purple with intensity.
 
   I watched Callan’s face for a sign of how he’d explain this. Depending on the way he answered, I could end up with my wrists bound again...or worse. 
 
   He waved off Zilya. “A dallymoth frightened her.”  
 
   Etoi roared with laughter. “Our youngest children don’t fear dallymoths.”  
 
   I narrowed my eyes at Callan who ignored me, his don’t-cross-me mask back in place. By the time I’d dusted myself off, Zilya and Etoi were waiting for us. 
 
   Etoi kept a sly eye on Callan, whose curt voice made it clear he blamed me for this delay, which improved her mood significantly. Especially when Callan stepped over to me and dropped his voice to a menacing level. “The sky is changing faster. Hold us up again and I’ll leave you staked until we return.”
 
   I held up my hands. “Just a mistake.”
 
   “Don’t make one when we reach the transender,” he warned. “If you cause us to lose a child, I’ll kill you myself and leave what’s left for the croggle.” 
 
   Just when I thought we might have reached a friendly understanding, but no. “I won’t let anything hurt a child.”
 
   Whether Callan believed me or not was yet to be seen, but I saw something in his gaze that hinted at a change in spite of his cold voice. 
 
   That he might truly believe I’d tried to protect him. 
 
   If so, that had to fly in the face of my being a tek-nah-tee. Didn’t it? But it probably also rubbed for any girl to protect a warrior such as Callan. 
 
   What had he said? That he would not be tricked by his enemy again. In that case, I might be reading more into his reactions than was there. 
 
   This time, Callan set a faster pace.
 
   I jogged in step behind him, waiting for Etoi and Zilya to pull ahead once more as they had last time. Over roots, around trees growing thicker, beneath leaves everywhere. Easy to get lost in a matter of minutes.
 
   When Callan gave a hand signal with two fingers, Zilya split off to the left with Etoi. Callan spoke over his shoulder to me in a whisper. “Follow me. Do not make noise.”
 
   “What’s happening?”
 
   “Don’t make noise means to keep your mouth closed.”  
 
   I mimicked him silently behind his back at his snippy tone and whispered, “I can’t help you unless I understand what’s going on.”
 
   He looked up at the changing sky for answers to his silent questions and hissed.
 
   I started to ask what now, but saw the green stripes whipping across the sky like giant brush strokes. 
 
   Callan started running. “The sky’s changing faster than before.” 
 
   “What does that mean?”  I jumped over downed trees, chasing after him. “Why’d you split up from the others?”
 
   He answered in a low voice sharp with impatience. “The sky stripes when the transender arrives to deliver children and sometimes scouts. Our teams divide as we approach...”  He must have decided I really was confused, because he kept explaining. “That way, if one team is penned in by a croggle or a different threat, the other team can help the child. We may be too late.”
 
   “What if—”
 
   “Shhh,” he snarled. “When a child is delivered, Zilya and Etoi will distract the threat. I’ll hand off the child to you to protect then I’ll draw the croggle away so they can escape. Each team knows their duty. No arguments.”
 
   That sounded like Callan had to be the last one to escape the croggle. Wouldn’t that be harder to do alone? When the forest started to open up ahead, Callan stopped abruptly and dropped into a crouch behind paper-thin bushes that barely hid anything. I dropped into a crouch beside him.
 
   I studied the quiet area, thinking this might be the wrong place when I heard his sudden growl of anger.
 
   Something was up.
 
   Searching further to my left, I spied Zilya and Etoi hunkered down, too. 
 
   I could feel the double beat of my heart racing as I inhaled the acrid scent of the blood-colored earth. Sweat ran down my face and dripped into my eyes, blinding me. 
 
   I leaned my mouth near Callan’s ear, noting how he forced himself to remain still when he obviously was bothered by me being so close. Could I use that to my advantage at some point? 
 
   I asked, “What’s the problem?”
 
   “Tek-nah-tee scouts.”
 
   Lifting up, inch-by-inch, I braced myself on my arms and managed to see through a gap in the intense orange-and-black leaves. An area that looked similar to the same grassy field where I’d fought the croggle monster earlier fanned out before us. The trampled rubbery grass here had gray-blue bloodstains darkening the ground. 
 
   But there was no dead monster carcass. Was this the right field? 
 
   So what happened to the croggle? Or were those bloodstains from something else?
 
   A sudden movement to the left snagged my attention. 
 
   No monster, but two people. The tek-nah-tee scouts? Both males in their early twenties, each holding the arm of a little boy, a toddler, no older than three or four, with bright red hair and horror etched in his tear-streaked face. 
 
   The two guys wore shiny, metallic gray one-piece clothing that covered them from neck to boots. The way they carried themselves, their demeanor reminded me of the people in uniforms who’d arrested me near the Sandia Mountains this morning. That seemed forever ago and these two scouts were far more lethal looking than the elders who’d carted me to the Institute. Dark, short-cropped hair gave these two young men an aggressive and harsh appearance. Unmerciful. 
 
   And they both had menacing designs painted–inked?–in black on their exposed forearms. Tattoos. 
 
   So those were tek-nah-tees, huh? 
 
   Now I understood why Mathias thought Tony was one since he had that same short hair with an arrogant cut to his chin, a scorpion tattoo and he strutted with attitude the way those two moved.  
 
   One scout clutched a metal instrument. A flint-gray box that fit in the hand he raised and pointed at the child.
 
   The other scout, with a wide forehead and dull eyes, shook his head. “You know we can’t kill any of them unless you want to explain a tek death back home.”
 
   The first male laughed, a cold chilling sound, eyes trained on the small boy stumbling between them. “Don’t be so serious, Phen. I won’t kill the package. But I can play with the furkken brat.”
 
   I wanted to ask Callan what furkken meant, but from the way a muscle jumped in his jaw I took it as a curse or derogatory term. 
 
   “Not with me here. Do it on your own time so I don’t get charged with misconduct. SEOH could have vids in this area. Let’s get our surveillance done and go home. This is as good a place as any to dump the incomer.” 
 
   “A little further in the middle. That way the croggle has a better chance of catching dinner. Need to keep the livestock fed, and feeding him there means we won’t have to walk through the blood to reach the transender to leave.”
 
   The child cried out, startling the guy with the gray box.
 
   His hand twitched, or he must have hit a button and the child screamed in pain. A single burst of terror.
 
   I launched myself forward.
 
   Callan shouted something at Zilya, but I’d already exploded from cover, racing toward the little boy. 
 
   The scouts were so surprised by the toddler’s sudden wailing they weren’t looking up as I charged them. 
 
   The guy holding the box lifted his head a second before I reached him, and I took advantage of the shock on his face. Moving fast and hard, I hooked an arm around his neck, slamming him to the ground. 
 
   The small box dropped from his fingertips. 
 
   I punted the strange weapon further away and spun to meet the second scout who’d abandoned the child to jump in. 
 
   Then the battle really started.
 
   The second guy attacked me. A child’s terror-filled cries clawed the air. 
 
   Hurt a child? Pay the price. 
 
   I drove jabs at him over and over, not sure how I knew to fight this way but going on instinct. Connected with soft flesh a few times, hard bone more. Callan had joined the fray with Etoi standing back, her spear pointed at all of us. 
 
   I lost my balance. The ground had shifted beneath me. One too many hits to my head maybe? 
 
   My gaze strayed to the child just as Zilya snatched him up and rushed away from the battle. 
 
   The distraction cost me a rock-hard fist in my ribs. I sucked air at the blow, the only pause I took before immediately returning the favor with a brutal right cut to the scout’s face. 
 
   Cartilage shattered. Blood geysered from a broken nose. 
 
   That was worth the ache in my knuckles. 
 
   But the tek scouts were well trained. They didn’t back down. Continued to rain hammering blows just as punishing and with vicious precision. 
 
   Staggering back, I stumbled, then caught my balance in time to see that the scout I’d been fighting now stared past me, toward the trees. 
 
   Where Zilya held the child. 
 
   The scout sneered at me and moved toward Zilya.
 
   Protect the child.
 
   A blazing haze of fury clouded my vision. Hot energy started building inside me. 
 
   I yanked the scout back around. The tek-nah-tee only laughed, fists up and moving like lightning, raining hits over me again and again, the strikes pummeling my shoulders and head.
 
   Anger so molten it threatened to sear my insides whipped through me. Strong enough that I wouldn’t back down either. Instead I fought the scout harder, forcing him away from Zilya and the boy.
 
   Over the grunts of the attackers, I heard Callan shouting at Zilya and Etoi to run. 
 
   With one last surge, I knocked the scout backwards ten feet, rolling over and over, with me right after him. 
 
   The scout landed on his feet, spotted the gray box and scooped it up. He swung around, pointing it at Zilya.
 
   I ignored everything except charging forward and knocking the scout’s hand away just as the box buzzed. 
 
   The gray box went flying another thirty feet away from the tek-nah-tee. My next punch landed under his jaw, snapping his head back and causing him to stumble around, arms flailing to keep his balance.
 
   But then I stumbled sideways, too, trying to keep my own feet stable again. 
 
   That’s when I realized the ground really was shifting back and forth beneath me. My feet flew out from under me. I hit hard at the same time the scout went down. 
 
   Callan and the other grappling scout hit the ground as the earthquake erupted. 
 
   Not an earthquake, but a violent tremor. One I recognized. If I was right, that shaking announced a greater threat.  
 
   Croggle. 
 
   Rolling to my knees, then my feet, breathing hard, I glanced around. Callan and both of the scouts had snapped to their feet, shuffling with their arms stretched out to keep upright. Dirt and rocks exploded into the air when the croggle burst from beneath the ground. 
 
   Callan hadn’t been joking about this beast being larger than the one I’d killed earlier. 
 
   This one could kill all of us with the swipe of one claw.
 
   Struggling to keep Etoi on her feet and moving the child deeper toward the tree line, Zilya looked back first at me then at Callan who yelled, “Protect him,” then turned back to face the croggle.  
 
   Zilya stared at me as if she couldn’t believe I would stand next to Callan and fight the croggle. 
 
   Callan glanced at me and shouted, “Go!”
 
   I shook my head. Seeing Callan’s eyes warm, even for a fleeting second, sent my heartbeat thudding at a crazy speed.
 
   The trembling stopped. Everything went deathly silent.
 
   Callan raised his spear toward the monster, as if one weapon was going to stop that thing. 
 
   A toothpick against a mountain.  
 
   With the scouts stunned, watching the greater threat, I inched slowly over to stand within a few steps of Callan, my voice soft. “Got a plan?”
 
   “Stay alive?”
 
   “Good as anything I’ve got.” 
 
   He spared me a quick glance, but in that moment I saw something I wanted to call respect in his gaze. Probably my imagination, but it gave me a warm feeling I needed right then. 
 
   If I ran now, I’d have no chance to prove I was not tek-nah-tee. If I fought alongside him and convinced him I wasn’t his enemy, I had a chance to save myself and my friends. 
 
   The scout who’d zapped the little boy turned to run toward a spot where the transender pod had beaten down the grass. 
 
   The second guy held his ground. No, he stood locked in fear, his face pale beneath blood dripping from where I’d damaged skin and bone. Callan had pummeled the other guy worse.
 
   So three against one giant beast. Not favorable odds.
 
   Didn’t matter. We’d never make the woods before the thing reached us. Facing the beast gave us a better chance than being caught from behind.
 
   The fleeing scout stopped before he reached the transender landing spot, searching the ground for something. 
 
   The box. 
 
   He dove for it, grasping in a smooth somersault move that landed him back on his feet in position to aim the device at the monster.
 
   Callan and the second scout both shouted, “Nooo!”
 
   The tek-nah-tee with the metal box paid no heed to their warning yells. He hit the button. 
 
    Must have been a stronger charge than what he’d used on the child. Blue bolts of electricity arced all over the croggle’s head, lighting up his skin where it shocked him. But whatever zap that little box had spewed out meant nothing more than spitting in the eye of a wild beast. 
 
   The croggle stood up on its two hind legs, tall as a five-level building, and roared so loud I thought my eardrums would burst. It lunged forward, pounding the ground when it hit, tossing all of us off our feet again.
 
   Enraging the croggle with an electric charge had accomplished only one thing–to zero the monster in on the person who’d zapped him. The idiot scout had no chance to move before the croggle swung its massive jaws at him. 
 
   The first bite cut him in half at the waist, leaving two legs standing. The rest of him disappeared between churning earth, spewing blood and severed body parts.
 
   With the croggle distracted, Callan shouted, “Runnn!”
 
   Sounded good to me. I scrambled to my feet, ready to sprint toward the forest cover. 
 
   I caught sight of the other scout, paralyzed with fear.
 
   “Get out of here,” I called, but the guy either couldn’t hear me, or was so petrified nothing registered. If the fool stayed where he was he’d be dead in moments. The croggle was already shifting his ungainly size around, seeking new prey.
 
   Leave the guy? He’d die for sure.
 
   “Let the croggle have him,” Callan yelled at me as he dashed toward safety.
 
   At that moment, the croggle’s bulging black eyes streaked with yellow veins flared wildly in the direction of the tek-nah-tee and roared, ready to kill. 
 
    
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER 20
 
    
 
   Rearing up again, the croggle prepared to lunge in another attack.
 
   I screamed again at the scout. “Run!” 
 
   He stayed frozen in place between me and the croggle.  
 
   As the monster arched forward then plunged down, I ran full out, smashing into the scout, my body throttling us both forward. The monster’s hot breath rushed past us ahead of its jaws slamming the empty space where the scout had stood seconds ago. 
 
   The scout rolled twice with the momentum from my blow, which must have shaken him out of his stupor. Jumping up, he yelled something at me that I couldn’t hear over a loud whine.
 
   I was too busy scrambling away from the monster now that the scout could save himself. When I turned to see the beast’s position, a massive claw swung toward me with hyper-speed. 
 
   I twisted to dive away, but didn’t move fast enough to dodge the sharp tip of a claw the size of my forearm. It raked a burning slash across my stomach and side. Arching in pain, I forced myself to keep scrambling, barely avoiding the solid thump of a foot pummeling the ground where my head had just been.
 
   “Ayeeee! Here! Here!” I heard Callan shouting somewhere nearby. “Croggle. This way.”
 
   Smart guy. Taunt the monster away. Then what? 
 
   Rolling my head to the side, I saw the scout sprawled on the ground with Etoi on top of him, a spear at his chest. 
 
   The tek-nah-tee yelled up at her, veins in his throat standing out. 
 
   I couldn’t make out anything he said.
 
   Etoi pushed the tip of the spear into the scout’s chest and yelled right back. That shut him down. 
 
   Scary girl. 
 
   Further away, Callan kept distracting the monster as he shot back and forth so fast in front of the creature that I could barely see Callan’s legs move. But a person could only do that for so long before he gave out or made a mistake and got caught. 
 
   I couldn’t leave him to deal with the croggle alone, not when he could’ve gotten away with the others if I hadn’t stayed to save the scout. Callan’s enemy. 
 
   Clenching my teeth, I clamped a hand on the wound gouged deepest at my side and struggled to my feet. Where had the power within me gone? What had brought it on? 
 
   The scout heading toward the child. 
 
   If that’s what it took to bring on the energy, I imagined the croggle turning on that little boy after it killed me and Callan. 
 
   At once, heat churned in my middle. I staggered toward the croggle now down on all its limbs, pounding the ground and snorting, snapping at Callan. Power swirled inside me, building. I started jogging.
 
   Callan split his attention for a second, glancing my way, and roared, “Stop. Nooo!” 
 
   I couldn’t look. No distractions. Moving my feet faster, I felt blood gush around my fingers. I felt dizzy and shook it off, growling. The power coiled tight then expanded. I yelled at Callan. “A spear!”
 
   Fury made the veins stand out on his forehead. 
 
   Two more steps and I’d reach the croggle. 
 
   I jumped on the monster’s tail that was taller than me at its thickest part. And almost fell off. Grabbing a scale, I hoisted myself back to my feet. Would the monster notice something that weighed little more than one of its scales? I climbed toward the air flap that moved in and out, just as it had on the smaller croggle, only this was like climbing a mountain, not a hill.
 
   Callan dodged right and left, keeping the monster confused as he worked his way around to the monster’s side. He yelled at me. “Catch!”
 
   I braced my feet to free one hand. If I moved my hand from the gash, I’d bleed out faster. When Callan threw the spear, I caught it and flipped the spear around, ready to stab the monster the second its breathing hole flapped open again. 
 
   The beast howled, shaking its bulk and snapping its jaws, the sound of giant teeth grinding. Massive feet stomped and the smell of raw sewage reeked in the air. Its twenty-foot tail lashed back and forth then curved, the tip swatting me off like an annoying fly.
 
   I cartwheeled in the air and landed on my back with a dull thud when I hit the ground, my fingers still clutching the spear. 
 
   Callan had raced away, yelling and waving his hands to hold the monster’s attention. Even with his speed, he was too far away to reach me in time to offer any help. 
 
   Jaws as wide as the transender pod swung around to me. Black eyes streaked with yellow rage turned on me. 
 
   Callan’s voice reached me above all the noise. “Rayen!”
 
   He said my name. 
 
   A small thing, but hearing that gave me a renewed surge to fight. I had to tap the red-hot energy I felt spinning inside me, but how?  
 
   Callan bellowed at the top of his lungs, running straight at the monster. 
 
   The croggle paused, head swinging over to Callan for just an instant before whipping back around to lunge at me. Razor-teethed jaws opened to cut me in half. 
 
   That was the extra second I needed.
 
   Power detonated inside me once more. I knew it wouldn’t last. 
 
   I rolled to my feet, pain lashing my middle and the world spinning around me. I yelled, “Tenadori!” and grasped the spear with both hands, ramming the lethal point into the croggle’s massive foot. 
 
   I focused all my thoughts on die and burn!
 
   An inferno of heat pulsed through me into the spear and blasted into the foot. Blue flames and smoke shot from the monster’s air flap. It bellowed in anguish. Scales glowed fiery red. 
 
   I released the spear and fell backwards. Warm liquid gushed from my wound and ran across my stomach and chest. My heart thumped slower and slower.
 
   The croggle kicked its legs then crashed over on its side, shaking and emitting a screech that rattled the trees. 
 
   Closing my eyes, I drew a gurgly breath, sick of smelling the stench of death.
 
   What about Callan and the others? 
 
   Footsteps pounded up. I peeled my eyes open.
 
   Callan walked up to me, chest heaving for air. He dropped down beside me, his eyes now reddish-golden. “You look worse than the croggle.”
 
   “I don’t want...to hear grief...for killing him.”
 
   Shaking his head, he released a breath that almost sounded like a chuckle, but raspy as if he hadn’t done it in a while. Warm hands covered my stomach. I gasped and jerked at the pain racking my body. 
 
   What humor I’d seen in Callan’s face a moment ago fled quickly beneath a grim mask, the severity of my injuries written in the worry lines creasing his forehead. “Got to get you out of here before that thing bleeds out and you drown in croggle blood.”
 
   “Doubt I’ll make it. Go. Save the child. But–” I drew another rattling breath. “Please...let my friends go.”
 
   Zilya’s face popped into view. Confusion scrambled the color in her eyes. “You should have let that scout die.”
 
   I breathed out, “Couldn’t let that beast...kill anyone.”  
 
   “He’s an enemy.”  She placed her hands on her hips. “Why would you help a tek? Protecting your own?”
 
   “No.”  I scowled at her, gritting my teeth when Callan pressed harder. “Can I just die . . . in peace?”
 
   Callan’s gaze never left mine when he said, “Leave her alone, Zilya.”  Then he told me, “You will not die...yet.” 
 
   Now that Zilya had pointed out how I’d, once again, protected their enemy, I wondered if Callan wanted the honor of killing me himself. 
 
   I closed my eyes, trying to separate myself from the pain snaking through every inch of my body. 
 
   The cries of a child approaching forced my eyes open to find Etoi hovered in my line of sight. She told Zilya, “I think this little one is reacting to the Sphere. He already has a rash on his arms and legs.”
 
   Callan kept his hands in place, applying pressure that tortured me as he turned to address Zilya over his shoulder. “Where’s the prisoner?”
 
   “Tied to a tree.”
 
   “Take the child to Jaxxson.”  
 
   “What about her?” 
 
   Now I’m her again? I fought to stay alert when all I wanted to do was close my eyes and withdraw from the jagged ache clawing my stomach. Had Callan been telling the truth that I wouldn’t die?  
 
   Callan shook his head as if debating with himself. “Leave her with me. We’ll follow once she can walk.”
 
   He expects me to get up and walk? After losing a couple of quarts of blood and with a gaping wound? 
 
   As usual, Etoi had an opinion. “This one killed a fully grown croggle. She protected a tek. Why save her?”
 
   Hmph. I’d graduated to ‘her’ then back to ‘this one.’ At this rate, I’d be ‘it’ next.
 
   Callan still pressed on the wound. 
 
   I hissed, nauseous from the streaking pain.  
 
   The struggle to figure out something warred in Callan’s face. “How’d you kill these croggles? Our spears can’t pierce the hide of a grown one, but you stab him in the foot and he dies.”
 
   Something I could do better than warrior-guy? Sweet, as Tony would say.
 
   Throat dry and fighting dizziness, I opened my hands but couldn’t lift them from where my arms had flopped to down beside me. “With these. Not sure how it works.”  I took short breaths, which was all I could handle. “I feel an energy. . . then I think about...what I want to happen. That’s how I killed the flower vine that...attacked Tony. Just worked.”  My eyes fluttered closed. Too much effort to keep them open.
 
   No doubt they’d think I was insane and lock me away in that isolation unit forever...if I lived.
 
   “Wake up,” he ordered.
 
   I didn’t want to, but forced my lids halfway open, just enough to see the blurry image of Callan still kneeling next to me and arguing with Zilya. “She doesn’t wear her hair like the tek-nah-tee females and no obvious marks on her body.”
 
   Zilya glared an easy message to interpret. She didn’t want Callan discounting her theory that I was the enemy. “We’ll discuss this later, but no matter how great a warrior you are, you risk someone like her using that power to kill you.”
 
   Looking up at Callan, I tried to speak, but it came out as a whisper. 
 
   He leaned closer to me. “What?”
 
   Licking dry lips, I whispered, “My word...as a warrior. I will not use my power against you.”
 
   The respect that had shined in Callan’s eyes earlier took on new meaning now. He believed I was not tek-nah-tee or at least he had reservations about condemning me. I could see it.
 
   He said nothing to me, but he told Zilya, “Get moving. The child needs Jaxxson. I’ll deal with this. That’s final.” 
 
   Did I have the beginning of an ally in Callan? An alliance that might help Gabby and Tony once I made it back to the village.  
 
   If I made it back.  
 
   “The blood still flows too fast,” Etoi pointed out in a smug tone. “The decision of her fate may no longer rest in your hands. Staying here may draw another croggle.”
 
   He snarled something at Etoi I didn’t get and scooped me into his arms. 
 
   Bad move. Pain ripped through my chest. Felt as though the croggle chewed on me. I’d lost too much blood. I licked my dry lips and tried to say, “Please don’t hurt Gabby and Tony,” but nothing came out. 
 
   Darkness closed over me.  
 
    
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER 21
 
    
 
   Cold. Her teeth chattered. 
 
   Gabby hated the cold. She wanted out of here. But where was here? She fought, clawing her way out of this frigid hole. 
 
   “Can you hear me?” a deep male voice asked.
 
   Sure, I can hear you, which means there are two of us stuck in here. Got any idea how to get out?
 
   No one answered her. 
 
   Too bad. He had a nice voice. She’d like to see the body and face attached to it. But like everyone else in her world, he seemed to have walked away from her. 
 
   As usual, she’d have to find her own way out of hell. 
 
   First she had to figure out what kind of place her father had dumped her into this time. Her teeth chattered more. 
 
   Something heavy covered her, taking the edge off her chill, but not by much. 
 
   Why couldn’t her dad find a private school near a beach? She might actually apply herself and stick around if she had sand, water and tanned guys in board shorts. 
 
   Had she been sent to Antarctica? 
 
   I’ve gotten out of worse places. I think. 
 
   Drawing on all the energy she could muster, she ordered her eyes to open. Her lids weren’t cooperating. Like they were glued shut. 
 
   The weight over her body increased, the new layer tucked against her. Which helped. A lot. The shivering slowed. Her arms and legs felt heavier.
 
   Fine. She could sleep now that she was warm again. 
 
   “Come on, wake up,” the male voice ordered. 
 
   She really would like to see who she had as a hell-mate. Giving it one more try, she pried open her eyes and stared up at a guy with a naked chest. A really nice naked chest and beautiful dark, sinfully delicious eyes.  “Aren’t you cold?”
 
   He chuckled. Had a nice smile on his oh-so-nice face. “No, I’m not the one fighting off a fever.”  
 
   Fever? She stared at him, trying to decide if she was truly awake then turned her head, taking in her surroundings. Dried weeds hung from vines. Ladder over there that went up to a loft. Odd shaped walls of wood. 
 
   A deep breath of lavender eucalyptus snapped her jumbled thoughts into order.
 
   I get it. She was still in this freaky world with...her eyes shifted back to hot, bare-chest guy...medicine man. Jaxxson, aka the healer, and not naked, unless he’d ditched the sarong.
 
    He must have levitated the slab table she was stretched out on because she could only see from the middle of his abs up. He didn’t have a body all cut with muscle like that guy Callan, but she found she liked Jaxxson’s lean physique. More her style. Her gaze kept climbing higher up his tanned skin, up to the stern chin, up to the sharp cheeks and... smack, back to the dark brown eyes observing her with wary caution.
 
   What had she done or said to get that look? Had the mixture he’d crushed in that bowl caused her to babble something about her ability to hear other people’s thoughts? “What happened to me?”
 
   “The infection accelerated when you got upset. It spiked sharply, cutting off your air supply. You started suffocating. I treated you, then checked on the new child brought into our village.”  
 
   Infection. From the vines. Right. 
 
   But he wasn’t telling her something. She’d been burning up and in pain. He’d mixed a poultice of some type in a bowl then she started getting worse to the point that...
 
   Glaring at him with unveiled accusation, she asked, “Did you touch me?” 
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “I told you not to.”  She dug those last moments of lucidity up from the dregs of her mind, recalled him grabbing her wrist. She’d heard a thought just as she’d lost consciousness. 
 
   What had he been thinking? 
 
   What had they been talking about? 
 
   Irritation migrated back into Jaxxson’s face. “If I hadn’t touched you, you wouldn’t be here to berate me for executing the duty I’m sworn to perform, which is saving a life if I can. Even one who lacks appreciation.”
 
   She thumped her fingers against the table slab, accepting that she owed him and was behaving like a wounded animal. “Thank you.”
 
   “You’re welcome.” 
 
   They stared at each other, a visual stand off until he lifted two fingers to graze his chin as he speculated on something. “About touching you.”
 
   Here it comes. What’s wrong with you? Why won’t you let anyone touch you? That’s not normal. “Go ahead. Ask.”
 
   “Why do you fear touch? How have you survived to this age without allowing any physical contact?”
 
   She hadn’t expected that second question. 
 
   No one had cared that she hadn’t been embraced in years, not after she’d convinced her father and the staffs at multiple schools that she had very sensitive skin and touching caused her actual pain. It hadn’t taken long for word to get around that she was the weird kid to be avoided. She’d never so much as held hands with a boy much less kissed one. 
 
   If a brief touch opened the path to another person’s mind, the idea of an intimate contact such as kissing terrified her. 
 
   She didn’t want inside anyone else’s mind again. 
 
   She never wanted to cause another death. 
 
   Jaxxson waited quietly for her answer, showing patience she hadn’t thought he possessed when she’d first followed him from the isolation unit. People never believed the truth. So she gave him the same patent answer she handed to everyone who asked about her phobia. 
 
   “No big deal. My skin is sensitive so I don’t like to be manhandled. That’s it.”  With her reaction to the vine, that should be an easy sale this time. 
 
   “Why are you lying?”
 
   How had he known that? “Are you a mind reader?”
 
   He studied her with narrowed eyes. “Mind reader?”  Then he stared straight ahead, thinking. “An outdated term, but that would make sense.”
 
   Awestruck at what he was admitting, she whispered, “You did hear my thoughts didn’t you?” 
 
   “No. That would be inappropriate to enter your mind without an invitation.”  His shoulders lifted in dismissal. “It was simple to see that you lied. I used my empathic ability to read the changes in your body.”
 
   Good grief. Someone weirder than me. 
 
   He reminded her, “You still haven’t answered my question. Why did you lie when you are clearly disturbed by being touched? I’ll grant that you did have a reaction to the vine, but I don’t believe that’s the reason you avoid contact.”  
 
   Something he’d said a moment ago struck her. “Did you say it would be inappropriate to enter a mind uninvited?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “So you can enter someone else’s mind if they invite you?”
 
   “Yes, of course. Why is that surprising? It’s a simple matter of training for some and bonding for others.”
 
   “So I’m not the only one,” she murmured to herself.
 
   “You try to hide this ability by not touching? Why?”   
 
   This had to be the most bizarre conversation she’d ever had. How could he act as though picking up thoughts was as natural as breathing? What would be the point in trying to lie again with someone like him? She admitted, “You’re right. I hear thoughts through touch, but I hate it.” 
 
   She especially hated the day she’d heard her mother’s thoughts about sleeping with another man who wasn’t Gabby’s dad. Barely ten years old, Gabby had blurted out, “Why were you in bed with that man?”
 
   “What man?” her mom had stammered, squeezing Gabby’s hand harder.
 
   “The yellow-haired one. At the Four Seasons where we’ve had tea. The hotel.”  
 
   Her mother had backed up from her, demanding in a frightened voice, “How’d you know?”
 
   Gabby told the truth. “I saw it in your mind.” She raised their joined hands and looked at them, whispering, “I see things when I touch you.”
 
   That was the day her mother backed away from Gabby with a look of horror on her face. Her mom normally only drank at home, but she grabbed a bottle of liquor and jumped in her convertible Mercedes, squealing tires when she tore away from their home. Hours later, the police arrived to inform Gabby’s father that her mother had died in a single car collision. She’d been ejected when she lost control and the car rolled down an embankment. 
 
   Gabby developed her skin phobia the day she killed her mother. 
 
   “Did you hear me?” Jaxxson said, snapping his fingers in front of her face. 
 
   “No. What?”
 
   “I asked why you listen to other people’s thoughts via touch if it bothers you? And to do so is wrong anyhow.”
 
   Her temper came back with a vengeance. “I hate to point out the obvious, but if I could prevent hearing them, don’t you think I would?” 
 
   Jaxxson dropped his arms to his side, angling his head and frowning with exasperation. “Our children learn to shield their minds by the time they can write their names.”
 
   “You can do this, too?”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   Pushing herself up, she scooted back to sit up. To get out of a vulnerable position. Lying down reminded her of too many visits with mental health professionals. She lifted her wrists to find the swelling had gone down, her hands flexed normally again. So Jaxxson was some kind of doctor after all, but he’d also been able to access her thoughts while she was out of it.
 
   She asked point blank, “I’m having a hard time accepting that you didn’t listen to my thoughts.”
 
   “Entering someone’s mind when they are defenseless is no different than entering someone’s home uninvited. I am not an intruder.”
 
   Where were these people from? “I’ve never met anyone else who can do this.”
 
   “So you were telling the truth.”
 
   “About what?”  She had the feeling she was about to find out what had caused that wariness still hanging in his gaze.
 
   “That you were born in 1997.”
 
   “Oh, that. Well, of course, it’s the truth.”  Her whole body relaxed. “Look at me. Don’t I look sixteen?”   
 
   She might have gotten an early gift from the booby fairy, but she had a baby face that had never been mistaken for being older.  
 
   What was the big deal about her age?
 
   Then out of nowhere, the thoughts she’d heard from Jaxxson’s mind a second before she’d lost consciousness rushed forward. 
 
   She lies. . . impossible. . .I was born in–.
 
   Her jaw dropped. “Now I remember. I had no way to stop myself from hearing your thoughts. You were thinking about being born in...2162.” No way. No freakin’ way. Unless . . .“What planet are you from?”
 
   “It’s known as Earth.”
 
   “That can’t be possible. I’m from Earth, too, and 2162 hasn’t happened yet.”
 
   But he was shaking his head. “I don’t understand. How can you be here?”
 
   “Right back at ya.”
 
   “What?”
 
   She gave him a half grin, feeling it wobble around the edges as she grappled with what she was saying. “It means I’m asking you the same question. Really? Seriously? If you were born in 2162 then what year do you live in?”
 
   “2179.”
 
   No way. “Are we in some kind of weird time travel warp?”
 
   “No, the tek-nah-tee would never risk sending one of us back in time.”
 
    This conversation got stranger by the minute. If not for seeing purple and green striped skies, having traveled here through a computer, fought killer flowers and watched giant croco-monsters climb out of the ground, Gabby might actually be surprised by meeting someone from the future. 
 
   She reminded herself to roll with it. “What are these tek-nah-tees? Bad boy teckies or what? Sounds like naughty techs.”
 
   After a long moment, the suspicion and irritation that had held his face hostage disappeared. He actually smiled and folded his arms, starting off explaining by spelling two names. “Many years ago, civilization divided up between the MystiKs and the TecKnati. The TecKnati excelled in science and technology while our MystiKs developed gifted skills and supernatural powers with each generation becoming stronger.”
 
   “Why’d the TeK dudes put you in this place? And if this isn’t a time warp, where am I?”
 
   “V’ru says this Sphere is an artificial planet. A satellite.”
 
   “V’ru? Is that a guy or a girl? A MystiK or a TecKnati?”
 
   Jaxxson looked as if he couldn’t decide if she was joking. “A male MystiK. V’ru is from the Records House, a rare G’ortian no less.”
 
   “Does that mean he keeps journals for you?”
 
   “His gift is much more sophisticated than that. Upon being captured and arriving here, he assessed the contents of this Sphere and began identifying the plants and animals that are from other planets the TecKnati have been exploring and placing in this Sphere. The TecKnati are capturing young MystiKs and sending us here, using this as a holding facility.”
 
   Was this Jaxxson for real? “Why?”
 
   “We’re in constant conflict with the TecKnati. They see our gifts and powers as impeding research and expansion plans in space that they feel will assure us natural resources and a better way of life as our world rebuilds. We see their technology as exposing us to greater risks outside of earth and threatening our ability to continue developing powers due to health risks caused by technology.”
 
   “Who’d have thought?” she murmured. 
 
   “The TecKnatis are at heart fearful of any threat against their supremacy. We now believe SEOH, their leader, plans to rid our world of powerful MystiK rulers who pose a greater threat to TecKnati than before, even though the TecKnati claim no respect for our powers.”
 
   “So the TeK guys want to get rid of you and have all of earth for themselves?”
 
   Jaxxson nodded. “Currently they control the ten cities, but that’s not enough for them.”
 
   “Your whole world is limited to only ten cities?”
 
   “Yes. Our records indicate that once there were many more, but now…” He shrugged and glanced away. 
 
   “What happened?”
 
   “The K’ryan Syndrome wiped out populated areas around the world, including North America, leaving small groups of people in isolated areas. As the survivors joined up, they made their way to ten cities that were still physically intact and capable of sustaining a sizable population.” 
 
   Unfreakingbelievable. Gabby couldn’t form a thought, but Jaxxson didn’t seem to notice and kept talking.
 
   “The great TecKnati minds came from those sequestered in isolated research areas and labs. Powerful MystiKs developed from those who had chosen a more simplistic way of life, living in areas away from any civilization. Each of the cities in the new world is encircled by an energy field that is controlled by the TecKnatis, as is all travel between cities.”
 
   “Why do you need an energy field?”
 
   “For protection. The virus didn’t kill everyone. One particular group became rabid and, even though they were destroyed, there is fear that other infected humans might come to the cities. I admit the energy field keeps us safe, but there is a price to pay for giving TecKnati that power over us.”
 
   “So that’s what’s going on in the future.” She didn’t want to tell him his world sounded like it sucked, big time, but she had another burning question. “How did we end up here? In this Sphere place?” she wondered aloud.
 
   “Wait a moment.” Jaxxson walked away and lifted a stump that had been cut from the middle of a tree trunk and brought it over to place next to her. 
 
   Gabby enjoyed the rare opportunity of admiring a male up close while he was unaware that she checked him out. Jaxxson’s lean body flexed with hidden strength. She’d never spent time with someone who looked like him. 
 
   Get real. She’d never spent time up close with any guys. 
 
   He sat down, now on eye level with her, which she appreciated. He admitted, “I don’t understand how or why the three of you arrived...if you are not TecKnati.”
 
   “There’s not much else I can say other than we’re not. At some point, you have to decide to believe me or not.”  She hoped he took that in the spirit it was offered.
 
   He nodded. “Until I see differently, I accept that you were not sent by SEOH. As for your being here, I can only think that the TecKnati made some error to bring someone into this Sphere from the past. V’ru says there is evidence of TeK time-travel research, but every confirmed report indicates that as yet they can only send a person into the past, not bring one forward.”
 
   She was so going to blow Tony’s mind when she told him all this. If she told him. “You said the TecKnati never send someone like you back. What did you mean?”
 
   “TecKnati would never send a MystiK into the past and risk MystiKs alerting the world to the strategies of TecKnati in the future, otherwise MystiKs would become even more powerful over time. A bigger threat to TeKs. TeKs send only their own kind into the past.”
 
   “Time travel,” she whispered, marveling at what was going on in the future one minute and still in shock the next.
 
   “But we’ve no report of this being successful so they may have killed everyone they experimented on. They don’t value life as we do so we think they are only sending those they consider disposable on missions to the past.”   
 
   “How would they know if they were successful?” 
 
   “I don’t know for sure. Our reports confirm that the TecKnati have not found a way to communicate with someone once that person enters their time travel portal. And since the TecKnati are very good about shouting their accomplishments to all the cities, I trust we would’ve heard if they’d succeeded in teleporting to the past and returning. At least, that’s our most recent news.”
 
   “How would you know in this place?”
 
   “MystiK children are dropped here fairly regularly. The older ones arriving bring reports from home.”
 
    “Wow, this is over-the-top crazy,” she murmured. “And people think I’m a freak.”
 
   “Why?”  
 
   She gave him her best duh look. “Because I hear thoughts. Where I come from that brands you as strange, a sideshow act, to be avoided at all costs.”
 
   Why did that make him angry?
 
   Shaking his head as though what she’d shared was irrational, he said, “Although I’ve not studied all ancient worlds, I knew our gifts were not once celebrated and appreciated as they are now. But I had no idea those with our abilities who lived two centuries back were persecuted.”
 
   “Persecuted is a strong word,” she argued, thinking of the entire civilizations lost or abused at the hands of evil people.
 
   “It’s not strong enough if you’ve spent your life without basic human comfort because of being born with a gift. To treat one as that in our MystiK world is to face punishment, because the gifted are rebuilding our world and protecting our future.”
 
   Good grief. He made her sound like something special. 
 
   Valued. 
 
   She couldn’t wrap her head around that. 
 
   Or that he came from the future. 
 
   If not for having Rayen and Tony on this whacked-out trip, she’d think this was all some insomnia-induced dream. Speaking of Rayen and Tony, she had to do her part and get as much information as possible on how to get out of this place. She’d been so engrossed by talk of the future–could that all be true?–she didn’t know where to start. Since Jaxxson claimed to be a captive as well, she led with that. 
 
   “I’ve figured out that none of you want to be here,” Gabby began. “Can’t you escape?”
 
   “No. Only TecKnati scouts can operate the transenders.”
 
   “That metal thing that spit us out here?”  She described it further. 
 
   “Yes.”
 
   If only TecKnati could operate the pods, what did that say about going home to Albuquerque? Had that little girl Rayen rescued traveled in their same pod since she was dumped in the clearing they’d been ejected into?
 
   What a weird place, but one where her strange ability was accepted. No, celebrated as special. And Jaxxson could teach her so much. 
 
    Staying here had huge benefits, for a short time anyway, while she learned from Jaxxson, but she had to help Tony and Rayen find a way home. This was a dangerous place where people with abilities were held as prisoners. 
 
   And too easily died.
 
   She could see why everyone had reacted so strongly to her, Tony and Rayen. 
 
   Still, where had Jaxxson’s antagonism from earlier gone when he’d seen her as a hybrid or whatever that word was? “I appreciate that you’re no longer looking at me like I’m a devil spawn, but what changed your mind about ‘my kind’ as you called me?”
 
   He took a moment to answer, looking chagrined. “In my world, one with your unusual eyes is called a Hy’bridt, and is revered above all other MystiKs. The majority are women, who are allowed choices other MystiKs are not.”
 
   Revered? Fat chance that’d ever happen back home. “What kind of choices?”
 
   A muscle twitched in his jaw and his words came out loaded with resentment. “Such as the one in my family who should have been the next healer sent to YEG/4. City Four. But it would have meant traveling from ORD/1 where we both lived.”
 
   “What’s city one and four?”
 
   He thought on that a moment then lifted a finger. “I understand what you’re asking. Where would these cities be in your world?”  When she nodded, he explained, “Due to my need to understand medicinal resources available in each of our ten cities, I had to study the development of different lands. At one time City/1 was known as Chicago and City/4 was called Edmonton.”   
 
   “Those are definitely in North America,” she acknowledged. “So what happened with this Hy’bridt girl? How old was she?”
 
   “She’d reached eighteen, her age of maturity, and chose not to leave home. I was sent instead.”
 
   “How old were you?”
 
   “Thirteen.”
 
   Outrage surged through her on his behalf. She’d been sent here and shuttled there since an early age with no regard to how difficult the changes had been on her. “That’s so wrong. How could they do that to you? You were just a kid.”
 
   “MystiKs are considered mature at eighteen and expected to take their respective places in society at that moment. Thirteen is not a child in our world. Healers are rare and, with the exception of Hy’bridts, few are female. For that reason, we’re trained from birth, prepared to go anywhere at any time.”
 
   She waved off that comment, refusing to accept that it was okay to do that to an adolescent. “Regardless. You deserve to feel ticked off about being screwed.”
 
   He smiled. “Ticked off? Screwed?”
 
   “Ticked off means angry, po’d, really, really frustrated,” she clarified. “And screwed is, well, it means that no one considered what it meant for you to be yanked out of your home and shipped across your world.”
 
   “Ah. Interesting terms, yet accurate assessments.”
 
   “Sounds like the world hasn’t improved since my time.”  She put her hand on her forehead. “I can’t believe I’m sitting here talking to someone from the future. Tony would go bat-crazy if he was here.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “He’d kill to find out what happens with technology and science in the future.” At Jaxxson’s look of horror, she said, “Wait, I don’t really mean ‘kill’ as in bloodshed. Just another slang word that means he’d really like to know all this. That’d give him an edge in a special school project. I think Tony believes he’s the next Steve Jobs.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   Now that was funny. “Never mind.”  
 
   Jaxxson stood. “I’d like to continue our conversation, but I must check on the little girl who arrived today.”
 
   The one Rayen saved. Pushing away the paper-thin coverings that appeared to be made of pounded leaves, Gabby swung her feet around, dangling them off the side. “Is the little girl sick?”
 
   “I don’t know yet. I’m watching for a reaction.”
 
   “To what?”
 
   “The Sphere. MystiK gifts and powers are drawn from natural elements in their surroundings. When new MystiKs arrive here we have to observe them constantly. Some react negatively to the elements in the Sphere right away, some later on and some not at all. We’ve lost children early on by not recognizing the signs. I must return you to the unit before I can see the child.”
 
   She didn’t want to go back to jail. “I’ll go with you.”
 
   “Callan, who oversees our security, would not be happy with that decision.”
 
   “Because he thinks I’ll try to escape. I won’t.”  Before he could argue further, she raised a hand, palm out to stall him. “And you know I’m telling the truth.”
 
   Sighing, he ran his hand over his sandy-blond hair, considering what she said and clearly in a hurry to get moving. 
 
   Gabby wouldn’t lose this opportunity. “I’d like to ask you questions about how to block other people’s thoughts. I’m tired of constantly worrying over being touched.”
 
   The healer in him considered her request, but he shook his head. “If you did try to leave, which I’d understand, I’d be forced to contain you and would rather not harm you.”
 
   Bottom line? He had powers he had yet to reveal. She got it and let her hand fall to her side. “I promise to be your shadow and follow orders.”
 
   “I’m sorry, but I can’t do this.”  He looked at the table and it floated down until her feet reached the floor. 
 
   He suddenly became very still. His eyes stared vacantly but concern gripped his face. 
 
   Gabby held her breath. 
 
   When his eyes focused on her again, he said, “I’m being summoned for the little girl. There’s a problem.”
 
   “We helped save that child. Take me with you. I’ll help.”
 
   He hesitated and then seemed to make up his mind.  “Fine. But know that even though I believe you’re not TecKnati, Mathias believes you are one and as the leader of the Governing House here, his word is final. If you make any unauthorized move, I will stop you.”
 
   Hair danced on Gabby’s arms at the threat in his tone. This was not the guy who had patiently explained his world to her. She swallowed as she said, “I understand.”
 
   Following him to where she’d have to pass through the wall of the tree again, she rationalized that she’d only agreed to not try to escape. She’d said nothing about using this opportunity to find a way out of the village and the trick for passing through the wall of fog. There had to be a plan for emergency exits with all these children in one place.
 
   What if Jaxxson thought there was an emergency? 
 
   Would he and the others herd the younger children out of the village? 
 
   Gabby had activated a few alarms in her past. Could she get away with it here?
 
    
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER 22
 
    
 
   When I opened my eyes again, I was propped up against something that sloped back. 
 
   I saw soft golden-brown hair that fell across Callan’s head and touched his shoulders. 
 
   He knelt beside me, bent over me, muttering more of those strange, vicious words he said as if they belonged only to him. I enjoyed a moment of studying the strong muscles in his neck and the way his shoulders flexed when he moved. He muttered some more. “...stupid to keep a furkken tek alive...they don’t have powers...how could Rayen kill the...no other explanation...”
 
   I smiled over hearing my name again and moved my hand to grasp his arm with a weak grip.
 
   He stilled, lifting his head slowly until molten brown eyes met mine. “About time you’re awake.”
 
   Sort of awake. My head floated in a fog, but I did feel alive. The pulse in his wrist raced beneath my fingers. I had the strangest impulse to put my hand over his heart and feel each beat. 
 
   But I didn’t want to bring back his stony face. 
 
   I tried to speak and managed only a growl from my dry throat. 
 
   Slowly, he tugged his arm away from my hold. 
 
   He reached for a furry round shape the size of a large coconut cut in half, but I didn’t think coconuts came in shades of dark pink or had furry hides. Come to think of it, was I even sure I knew what a coconut was. Too much to still grapple with. After he gave me a drink that had a tart and sweet taste, he put the nut down and touched a finger to my stomach. 
 
   I flinched at the sharp ache, but the killer pain from before had worn itself down to a constant throb. Somewhere between close to dying and now, I must have passed out. How could I still be alive?
 
   “What’d you do to me?” I asked.
 
   “I closed your wounds.”
 
   “Really?” I stretched my neck forward to see my abdomen below my half shirt, all that was left after ripping off a cloth for Gabby. The gash from the croggle’s claw was now a red welt that ran in a wide line from my left side across my stomach. My arms had several similar welts. 
 
   Something tickled my memory about healing, but I couldn’t put a finger on it. “What’d you use to close the gashes?” 
 
   Studying on his answer, he finally said, “My hands. How would you repair a wound?”
 
   “I don’t know. No wonder you thought I’d be able to walk back to the village.”
 
   “You can’t yet. Not until your internal organs heal.”
 
   “Can you fix those, too?”
 
   Confusion fed through his voice. “I can help...but I don’t have Jaxxson’s skills. Plus I’ve drained my power getting your wound closed. You have to complete your healing.”
 
   “I don’t know how to heal anything.”  Or could I? “Can you show me?” Since you have magic hands.
 
   Things had been going along so well, but that question rallied his suspicions. “Tek-nah-tees can’t heal with hands either.”
 
   “Then wouldn’t this be a good test if you’d show me what I need to do and let me try?”  Unless I failed and gave him the proof he needed that I was a tek-nah-tee. But would he kill me after keeping me alive? Only one way to find out.
 
   Still he hesitated to make a move. 
 
   “Afraid I’m telling the truth, Callan?”
 
   “Fear a tek?”  
 
   Now I’d insulted him. “I meant, are you willing to take the risk that I might not be one? Me? I’d take that challenge, but you might not–” 
 
   He leaned forward, some decision made, and ordered, “Spread your hands over your wound.” 
 
   I moved my arms that were still heavy with weakness. Once I got my hands settled over the scar on my stomach, he spread his fingers and covered my hands with his. 
 
   A tingle of energy vibrated where he touched me, but I felt nothing changing inside my abdomen. “What else?”
 
   “You have to see the injuries in your mind and focus on repairing the organs.”
 
   This would not be the time to admit I didn’t see anything in my mind. “I’ve got a headache like you can’t imagine. Think it’s interfering with my vision.” His expression became even more suspicious, if anything. I had to make this work. “I’m asking for a little help to get me started, that’s all.”
 
   His sigh came out weighted with irritation then he said, “Lift your hands.”
 
   When I did, he slid his beneath mine and spread his fingers over my skin. 
 
   The minute I placed my hands over his, I felt warm energy flooding my body. The weight of his touch didn’t hurt as I expected after having suffered earlier when he’d touched my wound. His touch felt right, comforting. 
 
   For the first time since coming awake in the desert, I didn’t feel so alone. 
 
   Closing my eyes, I opened my mind as if I’d done this before and this time I did see something. A healing river of heat traveled from my hands down through his and inside me. I saw the shredded damage inside my belly...but how?
 
   Was I seeing it through his eyes? 
 
   I pushed the swirling energy like a tidal wave from ravaged organs to torn veins and arteries, amazed at the way my body responded as it began to heal. 
 
   Renewed strength poured through me. Ready to be whole again, I shoved the energy hard throughout my belly and side so quickly it ricocheted back to my hands. 
 
   He grunted in surprise, having been the conduit between my hands and body. 
 
   I opened my eyes and closed my fingers around his. He had large hands, calloused fingers. I felt a pulse beating through his hands, pumping harder the longer he stayed still. 
 
   His face was so close to mine, I could see each long brown eyelash around his intense eyes. Was he breathing faster? 
 
   From the effect of healing me...or being so close? 
 
   I was breathing pretty fast myself.
 
   As for my organs, my heart beat just fine, pumping with the speed of a cougar running across an open field. I was afraid to move and break whatever spell had wound around us. 
 
   My gaze moved to his lips, so firm and masculine. 
 
   That pushed everything out of my mind except one strumming thought. I wish he’d kiss me.
 
   He leaned toward me as if drawn by my thought. 
 
   My heartbeat raced out of control. Our faces were inches apart. I could smell his warm skin, a musky scent heated from battling the croggle. 
 
   Movement drew my eyes to his chest where the strange colors on his skin shifted, a lot, morphing in hue and shape. I whispered,“Why does your skin change?”
 
   He jerked back, withdrew his hands and stood. The shapes on his skin became fixed again. “Are you healed?”
 
   What happened? Did his strange skin embarrass him? 
 
   I didn’t think so. No, I sensed anger, but why? 
 
   “Are you healed or not?” he repeated, snapping out the words as if I was taking a long time to decide if I wanted to live or not. 
 
   I surveyed my stomach. Where I’d had a long welt before there was now a smaller scar line. Looking up at him, I said, “Looks like it. Thank you for saving my life.”
 
   It took him a few minutes to decide on a reply. “You’re welcome.”  
 
   Accepting my appreciation hadn’t been easy for him, especially from someone he believed to be his enemy. 
 
   But joining hands with him to heal myself must have cracked his conviction. “So we’re clear now that I’m not a tek-nah-tee, right?”   
 
   “I haven’t decided. How’d you make the croggle burn?” 
 
   So much for no tek-nah-tee can heal himself. I had no better answer about the croggle now than the one I’d given him earlier. “I wish I knew.”
 
   “Let me know when you’re ready to risk the truth.” Disgusted, he turned, searching the distance. “Time to go.”
 
   I uncurled my fingers, regretting the loss of touching him. Even without my memory, I knew on a deep level that I had never met a boy like him, and yet the word boy just didn’t fit in the same sentence with Callan. Besides being ripped with muscle, he had an air of maturity that came from carrying responsibility for many lives. 
 
   Warrior, through and through. 
 
   I still wanted him to kiss me.
 
   A sure sign that I’d taken too many hits to my head today. Twisting, I pushed up to my feet. 
 
   And caught his gaze whip to my chest. My half shirt had ridden up dangerously high but still protected my modesty, though barely. I gave a little tug on the torn edge and heat ignited in his eyes, simmering beneath a barrier of strong will. 
 
   Snapping up the spear that had been stabbed in the ground, he turned to walk. “Keep up.”   
 
   I tried out a few steps and suffered no sharp pains so I hurried to catch up, striding beside him as much as I could along the narrow path. The area around us confused me. 
 
   “This looks different than where we passed through earlier on our way here.”
 
   “It is,” he said, not slowing or looking at me.
 
   I took in our surroundings that seemed more open, less thick brush and lush vegetation as before. I couldn’t help but point out, “Seems like it’d be easier to have your village in this terrain. Less lethal than near the jungle.”
 
   He made a scoffing sound that ended with him saying, “Think we’re stupid as dugurats?”
 
   What had Tony said that sounded like? A moron? “I have a great deal of respect for all of you who have survived living here. I’m sincerely interested in knowing how all this works.”
 
   Still no answer. “Can’t you, for one minute, accept that I really don’t know what’s going on? If I did, would I be fighting croggles and staying captive if I was with those scouts?”
 
   Ten more steps then Callan said, “SEOH built the framework of the village where it is. We’ve been too busy surviving to spend time and resources on creating a new habitat, though we may have to as more and more children are sent here. Besides. . .”  He swept a look from side to side. “This area has its own threats, different than the jungle and the denser forest, but just as lethal.”
 
   I had so many questions to ask, it was hard to figure out where to begin. But I didn’t want to lose the chance to learn more with him willing to share.
 
   “Tell me what qualifies as a tek-nah-tee?”  When he made a grumbling sound at that, I added, “Please. If you’ll answer my questions, I’ll answer yours.”   
 
   Either my offer, or my tone, must have gotten through to him. Tension loosened in his shoulders. 
 
   “Tek-nah-tee seek to control, and destroy, the world through technology.”
 
   “That leaves me out then.”  I pushed a mottled green leaf the size of my head out of the way of my face and admitted, “I don’t care one way or the other about technology. How else are you different from them?” 
 
   Fine lines formed in his face when he frowned. “Tek-nah-tee have no gifts and don’t believe in ours.”
 
   “Gifts? Such as?”
 
   “Healing with hands or divination...via scrying, to name a couple of simple ones. I’ll not share all our abilities.”
 
   I didn’t blame him. Never give an enemy that kind of information and I was still marked as enemy. Gabby had just such an ability, or a gift.  
 
   But I wouldn’t expose her. 
 
   Callan called that a simple ability...and healing with hands? Hadn’t we just done that? But what about the internal power I’d used to kill the vine and the croggles? 
 
   Would he consider that a gift?  
 
   “You asked me to explain healing so how did you kill that croggle?” Callan asked again, as though he’d lifted my thoughts. 
 
   “I was just thinking about that. Can you hear my thoughts?”
 
   “No. We have no bond.”  
 
   I didn’t know what he meant, but let it go to answer his question. “You felt energy when you helped me heal, right?”
 
   He nodded, albeit reluctantly. 
 
   I explained the only way I could. “I start feeling this thing inside me, an energy, something stronger than just being a human. That’s as good as I can describe it. Anyhow, that energy starts building and releases when I need it...like when I had to kill the flower vine and the croggles.”  
 
   He didn’t need to know that I’d tried and failed to call up the energy a couple of times today. That’d make me, and Gabby and Tony, too vulnerable. Better to let him think I had a weapon I could use against him and Mathias should my group need one. Though I’d given my word I wouldn’t use it against Callan, neither could I let them kill my friends. If it came to that, I’d have to figure out something.
 
   Muscles in his jaw pulsed as he thought deeply. “How long have you had this power?”
 
   “I don’t know.” Seeing his quick temper flare, I held up my hands. “Before you get angry, give me a minute to explain.”  
 
   He sent a curt glance my way that warned he was losing patience. “I’m listening.”
 
   “I woke up this morning in the middle of a desert with no memory of who I am or where I came from.”
 
   That surprised him. “What desert? And how can you not know?” 
 
   “I might have hit my head. I don’t know, but when I came to, a beast was chasing me and I ended up getting caught by people I didn’t know, then taken to a school I’d never seen.”
 
   “You recognized nothing?”
 
   Hearing interest in his question, I rushed on. “No, well, that’s not true. I did recognize the land and the mountains, but had never heard of the place where the school was located called Albuquerque.”  
 
   “I don’t know Albuquerque.”
 
   “What about the Sandia Mountains?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Then you probably won’t know The Byzantine Institute of Excellence that we came from.”
 
   “No. Is this the school where your friend Tony said the computer sent you here?”
 
   I was encouraged to see him considering everything we’d told him even if he had slurred the word friend to remind me of my association with his perceived enemy. “Yes, but it didn’t really send us here so much as we got sucked into it and landed in what you call a transender.”    
 
   “Are you sure someone was not playing a prank on you? Could this computer be an advanced Cyberprocessor?”
 
   Colors flashed behind my eyes and alarms went off in my head. I’d heard that term. “I don’t think we were tricked since there were only three of us in an enclosed room when it happened. And the computer we got sucked into was one that had been discarded. All of them in the room looked as if they were useless or old.”
 
   Stopping in mid-stride, he reached for my arm. “There were more computers?”
 
   “Sure. Remember Tony said all those names like Mac, Dell, whatever?”
 
   His mouth tightened at the mention of Tony’s name. 
 
   I made a mental note not to bring up Tony again until after I convinced Callan that none of us were tek-nah-tees. I pushed the conversation back to what had spurred his interest. 
 
   “There were a bunch of computers in one room plus I saw some newer-looking ones in several classrooms.”  I didn’t pay attention to his hand, hoping he’d leave his fingers where they held my arm. I liked the warm feeling of his skin touching mine and picked up a low vibration, as if the energy lying dormant inside me recognized him. 
 
   “I don’t understand,” he said. “Is this a tek-nah-tee school? Or a museum?”
 
   “I have no idea. Don’t even know how to spell tek-nah-tee.”
 
   He rattled it off without thinking, his eyes staring into the distance. “You would know if this school was TecKnati owned. They mark all their possessions with the ANASKO triangle emblem.”
 
   “What’s that look like?”
 
   “Three circles and an A.”  He released me and started walking again, lost in thought. “This makes no sense, but if you truly came here on your own...”
 
   With Callan sounding open minded about what I’d told him, I decided to jump on this opportunity to make him an offer. “If you’ll let the three of us–me, Tony and Gabby–leave, we’ll take you and the others back with us. We’ll show you the school and the computers. We’ll get you out of here. Then we’ll figure out how to get you back to your world.”
 
   He turned to me, hope and excitement flickering in his eyes for a moment, until they dimmed and he shook his head. “You arrived in a different transender than I did. We have to travel back through the same one we came here in. The scouts made it clear that to return any other way would result in death.”
 
   “Why would you believe them? How can using a different one matter?”
 
   He smiled as if I’d asked a foolish question. “As MystiKs, we may not have entire cities devoted to science and space exploration, but neither are we ignorant of the laws of transitional travel. If we don’t return to our world through the same path, our molecules would rearrange. We might either die slowly or explode upon arriving.”
 
   Not good.
 
   Transitional travel sounded strange, but not wholly unfamiliar. I’d leave all the technical and scientific discussion for Tony. Right now, I wanted to keep Callan talking and find mutual ground for us to work out an agreement. I had to offer him something worth our freedom. “If we can get back the way we came, then I give you my word I’ll find a way to help you escape this place.”
 
   “You make it sound possible.”  
 
   I heard hope in his voice along with disappointment. I understood. I longed to find out who I was and where I belonged, but a sick worry crawled around inside me, warning that I would never get those answers if I didn’t return to the Institute. 
 
   He asked, “How can you help us go home without SEOH’s permission?”
 
   “I don’t know what this SEOH is.”
 
   “He’s the leader of the TecKnati. Each City has its own SEOH, but one is superior to all others. He created the Sphere. He sent us here. He’s the one responsible for the deaths of our children.” 
 
   “Sounds inhuman.”
 
   “He’s human. And he will die.” The brutal chill in Callan’s words told me he would fight for the honor of killing this SEOH himself. He seemed to shake the emotion off and asked, “Something doesn’t make sense. Explain about this school in Albuquerque. Tell me more about where you come from, something that might allow V’ru to fill in what you do not know.”  
 
   “Who’s V’ru?”
 
   “He’s an elite member of the records house, revered for his abilities. He has access to all of known history. If there is information on your world and this school, he may have it. But he will need the date the school was opened or something more than just a name.”
 
   Why hadn’t Callan taken this V’ru to check the transender area? Maybe V’ru wasn’t cut out for fighting croggles. 
 
   Callan wanted information on the school. I dug up what I remembered from my conversation with Hannah on the way to Suarez’s class. That and the green book I’d read in a matter of seconds. “I only know what I’ve learned since waking up today, but Albuquerque is in New Mexico and that’s part of America.”
 
   His face went still as stone. “America?”
 
   “I might have that wrong. Someone mentioned New Mexico was a state...that’s it. One of a united states.”  
 
   “United States,” he whispered. “I have heard of a United States...in my world...”  
 
   I wanted to shout. This had potential. “Really? Where do you live?”
 
   He snapped out of whatever had distracted him. “I live in ATL/5, one of the ten cities.”
 
   I read somewhere in Hannah’s book that there were fifty united states. Wouldn’t that mean there were at least that many cities? “What ten cities? Aren’t there more?”
 
   “No.” He shook his head, his tone solemn. “Life outside the renaissance cities is too dangerous.”  His words drifted off with his straying gaze that focused on nothing. He murmured to himself, “How can...ancient...I don’t understand.”
 
   “What? Ask me, Callan. I want to work together. I’ll tell you anything I can.”
 
   “Give me more information.”
 
   “Like what?”
 
   “About the school. How old it is, anything. As I said, the more information I have to give V’ru the better he will be able to answer my questions.”
 
   If this V’ru was all that good, he should be able to confirm whatever I told Callan. “I read a book that said the Institute has been there for four years, so that would mean they opened it...”  I paused, calculating the current year based on the date Suarez had written on his board in class. “They opened it in 2009.”
 
   Callan stopped dead in his path then stepped away as if too close to a poisonous snake. “The year 2009?”
 
   “Yeah.” Had I said something wrong? “I saw 2013 written by an instructor as part of today’s date on his board, so I’m pretty sure 2009 is correct.”  Had I screwed up simple math? “I’m telling you the truth but you can ask Gabby if you don’t believe me.”  I tried to reassure him. “Regardless of the date, believe me when I say I will help you leave here.”  
 
   “You can’t.”  Horror spread across his face. 
 
   “Why not? What’s wrong?”
 
   “Because, if what you say is true...that’s not my world.”
 
   “I don’t understand. You said you know of America.”
 
   Disbelief rocked his expression. “I do, but I don’t exist there.” 
 
   How could that be? “Now I don’t understand.”
 
   “I live in the year 2179. The United States did exist in 2009, long before the K’ryan Syndrome. Even if I could travel in your transender, I wouldn’t survive in a world where I haven’t yet been born.”
 
   I thought I couldn’t be shocked any more today. My heart pounded faster as what he said settled into my mind. He came from the future? If so, that meant...
 
   The significance of his words hit me like a fist to the middle, raising an even greater concern. If his words were true, Gabby, Tony and I were from the past...and would die if we tried to return to our world in the wrong transender pod and arrived in the wrong year. 
 
   Even if I convinced Callan that we weren’t TecKnati, how could we be sure which pod we traveled here in? 
 
   How were we going to get back to our world?2179 ACE, in ORD/City One 
 
    
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER 23
 
    
 
   There must be a faster way to exterminate MystiK brats. 
 
   SEOH ANASKO stepped away from his floor-to-ceiling window view of Lake Michigan, a swatch of blue a hundred and seventy floors below his penthouse office in ANASKO Central Tower. His image reflected back from the glass–his face cosmetically altered to allow little room for emotions to show, his hair surgically implanted and a bull of a body even if he wasn’t tall–all tools to rule the furkken unwashed masses.
 
   He turned to face Vice Rustaad, his second in command and most trusted confidant...who was pissing him off right now. 
 
   Rustaad watched him through the icy gaze of a forty-six-year-old man with the soul of an AI. He wore his short, sealskin-brown hair slicked back in a take-no-prisoners look. A mimic of SEOH’s own head of thick, dark hair. A former competitive swimmer, Rustaad’s discipline was evident in the way he maintained muscle definition at his age, and a competitive edge second only to SEOH’s. “I understand your frustration, SEOH, but the fact remains that we have a potential problem.” 
 
   SEOH had chosen Rustaad years ago because nothing stood in Rustaad’s way once he was committed to a goal...such as winning a gold medal in the International Alliance Games that had replaced the Olympics after the K’ryan Syndrome. SEOH would love to know if Rustaad really had anything to do with the “accidental” death of his closest friend–another gifted swimmer–as the rumors suggested. According to the media, Rustaad’s childhood friend had posed the only threat to Rustaad’s winning his last two titanium medals in swimming. 
 
   My kind of man. 
 
   Undeterred by SEOH’s foul mood, Rustaad went on to say, “With the threat against TecKnati children–”
 
   “I still don’t totally accept that our children died from some power woven into the treaty. ” SEOH could only admit that brutal truth within the soundproof walls of his private sanctum, and even here he resented the need to speak of the unspeakable. 
 
   “But the evidence shows–” 
 
   SEOH held up his hand, cutting off Rustaad. “That our three TecKnati children died as a result of vengeance and a traitor inside our group. Has to be someone who alerted the MystiKs of our complicity in the deaths of their three children, then assassinated ours.”  
 
   SEOH’s opinion hadn’t changed in the past thirteen months that Rustaad had wisely not brought up the topic again, until now. Damn him for his persistence. SEOH understood collateral damage in any war–and make no mistake about it, he was at war with MystiKs–but he hated losing those three TecKnati teens who’d shown such brilliant potential. 
 
   No loss being greater than the death of his oldest son, one of his three most prized possessions. SEOH still couldn’t believe his perfectly healthy seventeen-year-old boy had clutched his throat, gasping for air as he’d played his holo games. The security vids in SEOH’s home had recorded the entire event. 
 
   Screw the furkken treaty. 
 
   If not for Furk, the decrepit TecKnati who’d been the tiebreaker on the board of twelve before he’d finally died, there wouldn’t have been a treaty. Furk had wanted to leave a legacy, and he had, in a way. His name had morphed into a curse used by TecKnati and MystiKs. Fitting. 
 
   Rustaad still had the stubborn jut to his chin he’d walked in with this morning and continued undeterred. “My investigation has been thorough and the results speak for themselves, SEOH. There’s no way the MystiKs could have known fast enough about the deaths of their children–that I personally eliminated–for them to retaliate so quickly. Each of our three teens collapsed in identical manners. Asphyxiated. No weapons involved, as stated in the penalty clause the MystiKs added to the treaty.”
 
   “Words on a vid screen.”
 
   “Words written by the hand of a Hy’bridt, initially on lambskin that was blessed by the rulers of all seven Houses and ratified by you,” Rustaad amended, bowing his head to remove some of the sting of his words. He added, “Your media campaign was exceptionally successful, but some MystiKs continue to circulate word that they warned us this was how the Damian Prophecy would come to pass. They claim the prophecy begins with the deaths of three children on each side of a battle line.”
 
   Prophecy garbage. 
 
   But after losing his oldest son, SEOH had taken measures to protect his youngest, the fourteen-year-old future TecKnati prodigy who would follow in SEOH’s footsteps. Until the BIRG Con meeting with the MystiKs, Bernardo would be kept under heavy guard with a medical team on hand. His son might be unhappy, but no one, not even a prophecy, was touching one of his only two remaining male children. 
 
   As for his middle son, well, the less thought about him, the better.  
 
   Rustaad pressed on. “Much as I hate to give them credit, the MystiKs can stand in the way of our future.”  He clasped his hands behind his back, tone even and dry as old bones, an influence of being raised in a TecKnati boarding school with AI instructors. “Twenty years ago, I wouldn’t have thought the MystiKs could become this dangerous, but I have disturbing reports that confirm what we only suspected months ago.”
 
   “Go on.”
 
   “The young MystiK G’ortians, some of whom are in line to be the next leaders, intend to unite the Houses and, when they do, the MystiK power is purported to become ten times stronger when joined together against one target.”
 
   “Damned new generation.”  Accepting that supernatural abilities could interfere with science went against everything SEOH believed, everything he’d been taught. 
 
   He grunted, glancing again out the window at the crisp sky, one that was pollution free, thanks to ANASKO. How could intelligent humans believe in the ‘abilities’ of these MystiK wackos? 
 
   Easily. Most of mankind were lemmings, willing to follow anyone even if they were being led off a cliff. “Have people forgotten that technology rebuilt civilization from the K’ryan devastation and has handed them a world they enjoy today where the climate no longer destroys the earth? Where hunger is a choice?”  
 
   Before Rustaad could respond, SEOH corrected himself. 
 
   “No, not technology. TecKnatis.”  He thumped his chest with his thumb. “We created this ideal environment that the MystiKs benefit from as well. We have placed the protection of the laser curtains around the Ten Cities. We prevent the rabid humans from entering our cities. The MystiKs should be on their knees thanking us for dealing with the feral C’raydonians.” 
 
   But SEOH would never admit some things that had happened to the C’raydonians, not even to Rustaad. No shared secret was safe and this could not be found out.  
 
   “Quite true,” Rustaad agreed, his nod from across the room reflected in the window facing SEOH. “And all of this progress has come about due to your recruiting the most brilliant TecKnatis to work here at ANASKO, because...you set the bar for thinking beyond the box.”
 
   SEOH looked over his shoulder, eyeing Rustaad who didn’t have the genetic makeup to suck up. Still, a wary man was a wise one. SEOH understood the point Rustaad made, that ANASKO had attained this pinnacle of success because SEOH not only pushed the greatest minds to reach new heights, but also because he considered the impossible to be possible.  
 
   That, in fact, had been a direct quote from the media about his HERMES space program after ANASKO transported plants and animal life from Jupiter’s second Galilean moon back to earth. SEOH missed the days of unrestricted development. But the weak stomachs of today’s world had outlawed so much, even importing or building sentient predator guardians that could morph from shape to shape as needed. Manufacturing one now would land him in prison, a cage the most hardened criminals feared. Gone were the glory days where he could take whatever action needed to protect what remained of the world. 
 
   Guard and preserve the TecKnatis.
 
   He turned all the way around, ready to solve the problem digging under Rustaad’s skin and move forward. “If the G’ortians are the issue then we simply capture the rest of them. That will clear the way for the return to unfettered domination of technology in this world.”  My domination.
 
   “I agree, but we’re running short on time with the MystiK’s BIRG Con coming up. If plan B has a hitch–”
 
   “It won’t.”  SEOH let Rustaad see the truth in his eyes. “Neither of us can afford to allow Plan B to fail under any circumstances. Even if I would consider signing the Amity Treaty again at this BIRG Con, the minute the reclusive MystiK leaders walk into the same room with each other they’ll realize they’re all missing children of their ruling families. That would be enough for them to join forces and turn their powers on us...if they really can do what your reports claim.”
 
   Holding his thoughts silent for a long moment, though a deep furrow formed between his eyebrows, Rustaad calmly said, “You’ve never allowed arrogance to influence strategic planning. Why now?”
 
   “A warning, Rustaad–take care how you choose your words.”
 
   “I’m the last person who wants to be on the receiving end of your wrath, but you brought me on twenty-four years ago with the specific orders to watch your back. I intend to fulfill my duty even at the risk to my person.” Not missing a beat, he continued. “Our analysts have not come up with a viable scientific explanation for the interference with our last two HERMES shuttle launches. Have they?”
 
   SEOH ground his back teeth, sure that there was a scientific answer, but since none had been discovered he had to admit, “No, they haven’t.”
 
   “Then you must consider my intel that the leader of the Governing House did in fact combine powers within his house to interfere with those two launches to show us he was serious about stopping our space program and he isn’t even G’ortian. Can you only imagine what might be possible if the G’ortians succeed in uniting the Houses?”
 
   If not for losing his son, SEOH would be glad he’d had the next in line for the Governing House eliminated. “I’m not convinced they’re capable of the damage incurred in those two aborted launches. Not without help. Logic says we have a traitor, which is why I retaliated.”  He paused, giving that statement weight. “Someone inside our program who sabotaged the HERMES system only to give substance to the MystiK claims of power.”
 
   Rustaad pressed his opinion in a stronger voice. “We erred once in underestimating the MystiK abilities and lost three geniuses–future TecKnati leaders–as a result.”
 
   Rage bunched in SEOH’s chest and rolled down to his fingers that fisted, searching for a target to crush. “Do you think I need to constantly be reminded of their deaths?” 
 
   “Of course not, and I don’t like bringing up the subject. But–” 
 
   “That’s why we’re capturing their prodigies instead of killing them, so what’s your point?”
 
   The dark silk suit covering Rustaad’s chest rose and fell with a soft sigh, the most reaction anyone would see from the man. The gunmetal greenish-gray uniform appeared at first glance to be the same all TecKnatis wore, but was very, very different. The color a shade darker, the texture richer, the construction hand made. Plus Rustaad wore the ANASKO tri-circle insignia, awarded to only the most deserving, the most loyal of TecKnatis.
 
   Rustaad cleared his throat and continued. “My point is this. In spite of our captives being no older than seventeen, and many much younger, they’re proving exceptional at surviving in the deadliest part of the Sphere.”
 
   That did give SEOH pause, but as long as the brats were isolated from this world and their families they were not a problem. He couldn’t expend energy on something that didn’t deserve his time. Especially not right this minute. He had an impending meeting with his damn board of twelve. They were waiting to be updated on the Sphere. 
 
   Eleven now, he corrected himself. “I know you’re not here just to debate the power of the MystiKs again, Rustaad. What is it you want?”
 
   “I want you to put aside your prejudice against the supernatural and open your mind to the possibility that if we underestimate MystiKs we risk making a major mistake, one that may end with them ruling this world if they unite.”
 
   Rustaad had a way of presenting the inconceivable in a deadly tone that warranted credibility. SEOH tossed back, “I think spending ten million credits out of my own pocket to build a laser grid says I’m giving serious consideration to their power potential.”
 
   “I’m not discounting what you’ve invested in this project, but your primary reason for building that grid originally was to allow you control over all Ten Cities. Control over TecKnati and MystiKs that depended upon TecKnati resources. Finding out the laser grid harmed MystiK powers was a bonus.”  
 
   “Point taken.”  In the interest of getting this behind them, SEOH finally let go of his irritation long enough to give Rustaad’s point the respect that his second in command was asking for and deserved. In a more thoughtful tone, SEOH said, “I don’t see how MystiKs can join together if they’re as untrusting of each other as we’ve been informed. Their lack of unity is one of our best weapons against them. Seems like that alone should be enough to undermine the prophecy you keep nattering about.”
 
   “We have to expect the unexpected. You taught me that.”
 
   “I’ve allowed you resources to analyze that furkken prophecy, and for what? You said we only needed to grab those two G’ortians...”
 
   “Callan and V’ru.”
 
   “Right. Now you say we need more. We can’t succeed by chasing invisible threats.”
 
   “I understand, but the prophecy is written as a puzzle we’re using Cyberprossessing and scientific expertise to unravel. Based on what I learned this morning, I now believe we should locate and confine the seven remaining G’ortians we know of.” 
 
   SEOH missed the days when technology ruled and the MystiKs were nothing more than a group of harmless spiritualists. How had things gotten so out of control? But Rustaad was a brilliant strategist whom SEOH trusted, an allowance he rarely granted anyone. “Why?”
 
   “Because at first we believed the prophecy meant the final step would require the G’ortians to join as one. But as we’re unraveling the meaning, we now believe that one specific G’ortian will unite all, and we have no way of knowing which one.”
 
   SEOH raised a hand in deference. “Then do it. Grab them.”  
 
   “We will, but we can’t move too quickly. G’ortians disappearing draws more attention than losing the other MystiK adolescents. And still, capturing those other five may not be enough.”
 
   SEOH breathed through clenched teeth for a moment, determined not to lose his patience. “Now what do you want?”
 
   “To prevent the MystiKs any chance of outplaying us. I’m concerned about the unknown element in all of this that could jeopardize everything we’ve worked toward. To win this war for domination, I believe we must strike from all sides at once.”
 
   Now Rustaad was talking SEOH’s language. “I’m listening.”
 
   “First we capture the other five G’ortians, all of whom are future MystiK rulers, and take them out of play, which will prevent their prophecy from coming to fruition.”
 
   “You’re sure.”  
 
   “As sure as I can be. We interpret the prophecy to mean that a specific G’ortian will guide the future of the world.”
 
   I hate that mumbo jumbo crap. But SEOH believed in TecKnati analysts, the ones he’d hand selected from the best to work on his secret project. “Go on.”
 
   Rustaad lifted his hand, two fingers unfolded as he counted. “Next, we need a successful activation on time of the laser grid to neutralize all MystiK power before the leaders meet. But to insure our final step in this plan, we must have number three–to locate the sentient computer before the MystiKs do and perfect time travel in both directions, not just into the past.”
 
   “I do want that computer for many reasons, starting with keeping those crazy MystiKs from destroying it. But even if we don’t get our hands on it before the BIRG Con, we have confirmation that our people in the past are on track with DNA testing and inoculations. As long as we can travel back in time, we’re still good.”
 
   Rustaad stared unfocused for a moment then said, “True. But gaining that computer would be a game changer, even more so than the grid system.”
 
   SEOH sighed, wishing he could just blast the MystiKs to hell and back with a T-970 missile. “Speaking of the laser grid, is everything still on schedule?”
 
   “Yes, but I’d prefer another test before the BIRG Con–”
 
   “No. We can’t risk the MystiKs figuring out what we’re doing. If we didn’t have that idiot Troade in our pocket, the head of his House would have found out about the test we ran in City Three that caused their MystiKs to get sick.”  SEOH would never allow someone with so little loyalty and backbone to remain in his camp, but MystiKs obviously didn’t demand the level of loyalty that TecKnati expected. Creature comforts were Troade’s addiction and SEOH made sure the weasel MystiK got everything he wanted.  
 
   For now. 
 
   Rustaad shifted his pose, slightly, not enough to indicate any change in his non-existent emotion. “We’ve taken some large risks over the years, but this one is huge. With such a tiny window of time to activate the grid before the MystiK leaders meet the first day of the BIRG Con, we should have a contingency plan.”
 
   “No. You’ve convinced me to treat their powers like any other dangerous weapon. That damn grid has to work, and when I want it to work, so we can shut down these invisible powers for-ever. Our engineers have confirmed the grid will function exactly as intended. All you have to do is make sure the final grid connections between cities are completed during the twenty-four hours the leaders are between cities traveling, when they are unable to communicate with anyone from a distance. If that doesn’t happen, there’s no contingency plan that will save us from the fallout.”
 
   Rustaad’s chest hardly moved with his shallow breaths as if he wasn’t alive. “You’re right.”
 
   “Of course, I am. And I’ll remove any obstacle, human or otherwise, that gets in my way.”  
 
   Inclining his head in agreement, Rustaad spoke with the quiet strength of an eagle in flight. Silent, but deadly. “We will be prepared for anything and everything.”
 
   Scratching his neck, SEOH slowed his pacing, a new idea forming. He’d never been half in on anything and certainly not now. “We need to combat the prophecy crap they’re spewing with a counter-campaign that sways public opinion, even for those of the MystiKs like Troade who enjoy life through technological advantages. That way, when we take control through the grid and/or the computer, the majority will not buck us. Lemmings do not fight.”
 
   “What are you thinking?”
 
   “We launch a massive campaign to remind the world that it’s TecKnati scientific and technological advances that brought us back to a civilized existence after the K’ryan Syndrome. Get a marketing team working on feel-good initiatives. I want to see a presentation by tomorrow.”
 
   A musical hum turned SEOH’s attention to a holographic image of his AI female assistant. He said, “Yes, Leesa?”
 
   Her soft voice floated into the room. “The ANASKO Board is assembled for your meeting.”
 
   “Thank you.”  When the image disappeared, SEOH pinched the bridge of his nose. “I wish I knew who was stirring up the board this time.”  SEOH would eliminate that headache just as he had Komaen and Furk. A fitting end for Komaen, a man whose name translated as “being sent to eternal sleep.” 
 
   “They are old, SEOH. With Komaen himself gone, the rest are more cranky than actually problematic as long as–”
 
   “I keep them content about the Sphere?” SEOH finished. 
 
   “Exactly.”
 
   “Let’s go.”  SEOH led the way to his private interoffice shuttle that whisked him and Rustaad away at a speed that would blur the eyes, but which the human body hardly felt. Another technological breakthrough thanks to ANASKO’s efforts. 
 
   ANASKO headquarters had been built as an octopus-like structure, with arms spreading from the main building that supported entire divisions and landing pads, the interoffice transport shuttle capable of moving in any direction. 
 
   They stepped out of the shuttle into a circular conference room protected by hyper-glass that only a quad-laser could penetrate. Turbo-projectiles were mounted within the infrastructure of the compound that could be launched within two seconds if the ANASKO defense system picked up an approaching threat that could not be otherwise contained. 
 
   A paranoid man worried about threats.
 
   A powerful man prepared for an attack. 
 
   Once inside the spacious room, Rustaad marched to a titanium antigravity podium that stood to the side of the massive circular table where he would perform vid relays as SEOH directed him.  
 
   SEOH sauntered to his spot at the table where he stood between AB One, or ANASKO Board member One, and AB Twelve. The seat for AB Seven remained empty, waiting for the board to replace Komaen. The board would make a decision soon, once the four most qualified candidates completed the complex steps of high-level clearance. It’d already been over a year and a half since Komaen met his demise, but one could not rush some traditions.
 
   Names were not used in meetings to limit any social intrusion on business. SEOH had no choice but to use Komaen’s now after SEOH had awarded a special tribute to show his deepest respect for the man he’d had quietly eliminated. “Good morning, ANASKO Board. I have the quarterly progress report on the newly christened Komaen Sphere that you requested.” 
 
   He nodded at Rustaad who moved his fingers silently at the podium control panel. Individual holo-vid screens appeared immediately in front of each seated board member. 
 
   SEOH continued. “This is a short vid showing the adaptability of the MystiK children in the current trial Sphere.”  He waited as several scenes scrolled by with images of happy children living in stylized cabins built from natural sphere materials. Next to the lush setting landscaped with exotic plants and welcoming grass, some of the children splashed in a man-made lake while others played games. All were dressed in simple, but colorful, tunics also made of natural materials that looked as though they were found within the Sphere.
 
   Well, materials found within one part of the Sphere.
 
   AB Five lifted his wrinkled gaze to SEOH. “I see only one who could be close to maturity age. Your original report indicated a number of sixteen and seventeen-year-old MystiKs captured.”
 
   SEOH had no intention of telling this bunch just how many kids, or which ones, he’d captured. The board of twelve only needed enough information to keep them content that the children were safe and happy. 
 
   All eyes lifted to SEOH when he opened his arms, palm out, the expression of an indulgent father on his face. “As many of you pointed out when we first discussed this, the MystiK teens are no different from our own and had to be given the same consideration as our children in this situation. Because certain children are not in view does not mean they’re not within the Sphere. When have we ever been able to control youth when they were out of our sight?”
 
   Most of the men chuckled agreeably with knowing looks, having dealt with errant teens in their own lives, even if the experience was decades ago and more memory than reality.
 
   SEOH gave them a smile in commiseration. “We do have Mathias of the Governing House and Callan of the Warrior House. In fact, we even have V’ru of the Records House.”
 
   That snagged their attention. Approval murmured through the room.
 
   Capturing V’ru had been an accident, but a providential one since the boy rarely left his family home. V’ru had been near Callan, an unexpected double trophy that SEOH had no problem taking credit for capturing. 
 
   AB Five thumped the table, shoving his frown at SEOH. “But where are Callan, Zilya, V’ru and Mathias? Are they adjusting well or not?”
 
   Once the room quieted again, SEOH explained in a patient voice he had to dig deep for. “All the children are doing fine, better than fine. Our scouts informed each of the captives that they would only be in the Sphere while the MystiKs and TecKnatis work out our differences for the joint benefits of our children. Mathias and Callan are future leaders of their respective Houses, headstrong teens. I doubt any of you will be surprised to learn that those two took a few of the more adventurous children with them and went exploring. I find that to be a positive sign.”
 
   “How so?” AB One asked from his left. 
 
   “The Sphere was originally created to test the adaptability of plants and animals,” SEOH said, just getting warmed up for his speech. Discovering life on a planet previously thought of as only a subsidiary moon had been significant and eye-opening. And the timing could not have been better as he’d already envisioned a way to use the fact that life could exist elsewhere as a strong reason to eliminate the MystiK vermin once and for all, without damage to TecKnatis. 
 
   MystiKs should jump at the chance to rule their own planet once he took away their power in this world.
 
   He could feel the anticipation in the room and launched into his presentation. “When we faced the possibility that the next transfer of MystiK power to the new rulers coming of age might interfere with our HERMES Intraspace plans. . .”  He paused for effect, adding, “The greatest program in the history of mankind,” before going on. “The Komaen Sphere offered a second value for our investment by becoming a holding facility for these teens while we negotiate with the MystiKs. Their families must meet us halfway and agree that the only way we will continue to survive and thrive as a civilization is through a joint effort.”
 
   Wrinkled necks wobbled with heads nodding. Thumps from fisted hands on the table drummed three times around the room, the premier sign of agreement. 
 
   He had them. “The exciting thing about how these children are adapting so quickly and clearly enjoying the Sphere is that first of all they’re secure and content. Number two is that this is a longer-term peaceful option for the MystiKs who do not want to...work with us.”
 
   AB Five had taken Komaen’s place as SEOH’s most annoying board member. He sat back, fingers tapping silently on the table. “Are you suggesting that all of the MystiKs would consider living in the Sphere? It’s only slightly larger than the ten cities.”
 
   So AB Five believed.
 
   “Putting them in the Sphere would be better than what happened to the C’raydonians when they refused to cooperate and threatened the TecKnatis,” AB Four muttered. 
 
   SEOH withheld a smile at the single board member he could always count on. One of the TecKnati children who’d died of asphyxiation on the heels of the first MystiK child Rustaad eliminated had been AB Four’s only son. That board member would enjoy seeing where Callan and Mathias were really living in the Sphere. 
 
   But no one other than SEOH and Rustaad could be privy to all the activities that went on in the Komaen Sphere.
 
   Rumbling conversation swept around the table until SEOH answered AB Five. “The entire MystiK population would clearly not fit in the Sphere. But if we can’t come to an agreement with them before the MystiKs hand over power to their next generation of leaders, who are consistently showing more abilities and less willingness to work with TecKnatis, we have to accept the possibility of significant technological and scientific destruction at their hands.”
 
   The room erupted with a clash of opinions, arguing with each other whether this level of power was even possible and, if so, would the MystiKs risk destroying their own world?
 
   The majority feared MystiKs. Which worked in SEOH’s favor. 
 
   SEOH might not believe the MystiK power to be indefensible, but many of these old bastards had lived during the first effects of the fallout from the K’ryan Syndrome and still shuddered over several unexplained phenomenon that had occurred since then. 
 
   Catching Rustaad’s eye, SEOH nodded, adding fuel to his self-made fire.
 
   Screams spewed from the vids, drawing silence in the room when every set of eyes watched in horror as the last space launch ended in disaster with flaming metal debris slicing through people racing from the observation stands. TecKnati friends and family were lost that day. 
 
   The downside of living to an old age, as these board members had, was that every one of them had been affected by disasters such as this one.
 
   And every board member believed the MystiKs had been behind the destruction. SEOH had made sure they believed.
 
   “Gentlemen,” he said softly this time, addressing them as human beings instead of numbers. “We owe it to the future of this world to stop the insanity. What I’m suggesting is that if the MystiKs refuse to join us in developing and protecting this fragile world we call home, that we protect our future by gifting them with a planet to make their own. We start by taking their next most powerful generation of leaders and sending them to the planetary outpost first.”
 
   That is, if we don’t manage to eradicate the entire bunch by sending the K-virus back into the past once the inoculations for the chosen few to survive are completed at the Institutes. 
 
    
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER 24
 
    
 
   Where was Rayen? Had they killed her and Gabby by now? 
 
   Tony paced along the groove he’d worn in the hard-packed, green dirt floor of the crappy isolation unit. The hum of energy circulating through the walls taunted him. 
 
   No way out of here. Not alive. 
 
   When the sound stopped all at once, the change was chilling. He moved to the center where he could turn in any direction, prepared for the worst.
 
   An opening appeared, then a young girl stood there holding a gourd-like flask and a bowl. When she stepped inside, Tony looked past her shoulder until she said, “There are guards outside.” 
 
   “Figures.”  He swung his gaze back to her. She might be a little younger than him, but didn’t look like she’d survive more than a day on the streets of Camden where he’d grown up in Jersey. Slender, fine-boned, her hair in strawberry colored cornrows, her tunic some shade of red. She didn’t look too threatening, but you never knew. Sure, he could probably overpower her and figure a way to use her to get past the guards, but that wouldn’t help Gabby or Rayen and right now he was tired of being alone. “What’s your name?” 
 
   “Neelah.”  Her voice fluttered when she spoke and gave him the impression she might talk. Which surprised him. It was kind of nice not to be treated like an evil incarnate the way Sparkle Face treated him. Neelah extended the flask and bowl. “Here’s some water and fruit.” 
 
   “Thanks.”  No chance to make a run for it, so Tony accepted the food, trying not to act too grateful, even if he was. He took a deep swig of...water? The stuff smelled like perfume and had an oily aftertaste. 
 
   Feeling her eyes on him, he managed to look as though he liked the water. “My friends okay?”
 
   Her face brightened with interest that found its way into her pleasant tone. “One is still with the healer and the hunting party hasn’t returned.”  
 
   She didn’t seem to be in a hurry to leave, so he decided to make a stab at getting information. Plus he liked the sound of her voice. “How old are you?”
 
   “Sixteen. How old are you?”
 
   “Seventeen.”  He squatted down to put the bowl on the floor then took another long drink from the flask. Once he got past the weird taste, the water refreshed his raw throat. “What’s with all this House talk? You from the same place as what’s her name? Zilya?”
 
   She glanced over her shoulder and when she looked at him again her eyes had lost the happy creases. She moved forward, squatting down to his level. “No. She’s of the Governing House, as is Mathias.”  
 
   Neelah said that with a load of disdain. 
 
   Discontent among the natives? That could be useful. 
 
   Wouldn’t Rayen get her panties in a twist if Tony figured out how to get the three of them out of here first?
 
   He hadn’t found a reason to smile since walking into Suarez’s classroom this morning and getting tied to Rayen, but he beamed one now. All girls liked to be appreciated. He’d learned that about the same time he learned to walk. “What’s so special about Zilya? I mean, can’t be looks ‘cause you’re gorgeous.”
 
   That hit the mark with Neelah. Her face visibly relaxed and a shy smile touched her lips. “All who come from the Governing House believe they are above the rest of us, even Etoi.”
 
   “You talkin’ about Zilya’s prune-faced girlfriend?” He lifted a handful of fruit, tasted a piece after deciding that if they wanted to kill him they wouldn’t waste food by lacing it with poison. 
 
   Not when they could use spears to turn him into a human pincushion.
 
   Neelah nodded, her lips now curling in a sneer. “Etoi is a Rubio level servant. The very highest of rank for her position, but she is still just a servant. Nothing more.”
 
   “What’s the deal between your group and the tek-nah-tees?” 
 
   “You’re our enemy.”
 
   “Not me, babe. I’m not one of them. Don’t even know what that is or what you guys are.”  Tony had an idea. “Can you write those names on something?” 
 
   She cocked her head at his request then swirled her finger above the ground and the letters carved into the surface even though she never touched the dirt.
 
   “Awesome! How’d you do that?” 
 
   Neelah grinned, dark brown eyes shining at the compliment in his tone. “I have other gifts.”
 
   Tony had never been slow to understand when a girl was coming on to him. “I have no doubt, babe.” He straightened his shoulders even as his mind raced with conflicting thoughts. He wanted to encourage a possible ally, but she could just be jerking his chain so he kept her talking. “How’d you end up here?”
 
   “I was in the wrong place at the wrong time, like Etoi, except that she’s glad to be here with Zilya. Etoi believes she will be treated as more once we return, if we ever see home again, but she’s wrong.”
 
   “I still don’t understand.” He shook his head. “Who were the TecKnati trying to catch if you were grabbed by accident?”
 
   “It appears that the TecKnati have devised this plan to prevent Zilya and the other future rulers from attending the BIRG Con or taking over their respective Houses afterwards.” 
 
   “Taking over? Like becoming crowned or something?”
 
   She shrugged. “I don’t know this crowning, but once a MystiK is presented at the BIRG Con, they’re acknowledged as leaders in training. They begin their official duties as they will assume the role of House leaders within ten years, or upon the sudden death of the existing leaders.”
 
   “So these TecKnati people grabbed you instead of the MystiKs they wanted. Yeah?”
 
   She gave a sad nod.
 
   “That sucks.”
 
   Her smile peeked out again. “You speak in the strangest way. I must go. But I’ll return if I can.”  
 
   “So you don’t think I’m a TecKnati?”
 
   “Oh, I’m hoping you are one.”
 
   That made no sense. Did she want a TecKnati ally? “Don’t take this wrong, babe, because I’d love to have you come back to visit, but if ya think I’m your enemy, why you wanna be friends with me?” 
 
   She stood to leave. “I’d befriend the devil himself to get out of this place.” She paused then, her face determined. “And I’m not the only one.”  
 
   In the next instant she was gone and the walls buzzed again, but Tony felt better after the water and fruit. And Neelah’s information. He shifted the fruit bowl and flask near a wall so he could pace. The longer he walked in circles and criss-cross patterns the more frustrated he got at being stuck in this place when Mathias had no reason to lock him up. 
 
   Or kill him. 
 
   He slammed his fist into his palm over and over, ready for a target. How could everything he’d worked for at the Byzantine Institute disintegrate in the blink of an eye because of a computer?
 
   Until now, he’d believed his skill with computers would rule the day. That his natural abilities with technology would afford him control over his future and, most important, the chance to find his little bro.
 
   He’d never get Vinny back if Tony had to depend on other people. Gram had done all she could when Tony and Vinny got dropped in her lap as small boys. She’d held off child services as long as possible, but the day had come that the social worker put Gram in the position of losing one or both, forced to admit she couldn’t afford to care for two children. 
 
   At eight years old, Tony had begged the don’t-give-a-damn social worker to take him and leave his little brother who’d only been four at the time. 
 
   That’s when he was given his first lesson in logic. 
 
   Younger children were easier to place, sort of like mutts were cuter as puppies. 
 
   Tony squeezed his eyes shut, fighting off the misery of thinking about Vinny. Gram was too old to fight the authorities. She barely managed to keep her and Tony alive, even with him working every minute he wasn’t in school. 
 
   The day she told him only wealthy and powerful people got to choose their futures, Tony chose his and studied nonstop. 
 
   He’d jumped at the opportunity to be tested as a candidate for the Institute three months ago. Money and age didn’t matter to the Browns. If he made the grades, he got a full ride to a prestigious university. But the Top Ten Project meant going to MIT a year early if he won the competition. 
 
   No. Not if, but when.
 
   That was a year closer to finding Vinny. 
 
   First though he had to get out of this freakin’ prison hut...and this nightmare. 
 
   If Neelah came back, he’d find out just how willing she was to go against Zilya and maybe Mathias. He should’ve asked her to go find out what was happening at the healing hut. 
 
   Gabby could be dead from her reaction to the vine if that goofball healer in the skirt didn’t kill her. And Rayen had beaten one croggle, but that Callan couldn’t be trusted. He might spear Rayen and serve her up to the croggle. 
 
   Even if Mathias has any doubts about Rayen and Gabby, he’s still convinced that I’m the devil’s spawn. 
 
   He hoped Gabby and Rayen were having better luck.
 
   If they survived.
 
   He swiped a layer of sweat off his forehead with the back of his hand.
 
   Friction sparked in the air, alerting him to potential company again. Good. Just give me someone who isn’t a kid, or a girl. Someone he could pound out his frustration on if they refused to let him out. 
 
   Stepping to the middle again, he faced the blurry change in the wall where everyone had entered so far. Fists raised, he shifted his body into a fighting stance. 
 
   When the opening finally appeared, a tall guy stood there in a metallic jumpsuit Tony couldn’t decide was green or gray. Dark, short-cropped hair and a sick-looking tattoo on his exposed neck. Dude made a good candidate for the Scorpion gang from Tony’s old hood. The guy was shoved inside so hard he fell flat on his face at Tony’s feet. 
 
   Looking over at the opening, Tony found Etoi standing half inside the hut with her spear propped on the ground.
 
   She sneered at the guy on the floor. “You two should get along fine, TeK scum.”  When her gaze jumped up to Tony, she took in his raised fists and rolled her eyes then disappeared as the opening vanished. 
 
   The guy on the ground let out a painful groan. The tat snakin’ around his neck was a cobra, which writhed as he moved. Tony was so gonna have to get one of them. Floor guy bent his elbows and pushed, tryin’ to get up. 
 
   Ah, crap. Tony dropped his fists and hooked one of the guy’s arms, giving him a tug. 
 
   Once Cobra guy was on his feet, he dusted his hands then wiped green off his face and stretched his jaw back and forth. “Not broken.”
 
   “Who are you?” Tony asked.
 
   “A scout of course. Phen. You’re?”
 
   “Tony.”  That’s all this guy needs to know. “You’re a TecKnati?” Tony asked just to be clear.
 
   “Course I am.” Phen eyed Tony. “Where’d you come from?”
 
   “One of those pod things. Transender.” 
 
   “What TecKnati brought you here?”
 
   Shoving his bottom lip up, Tony shook his head. “Don’t know any TecKnatis, except you. I traveled here with friends.”
 
   “Not possible.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “MystiKs can’t travel in a transender without an escort.”
 
   Tony tossed his hands up in the air and walked away then swung around. “I’m not a MystiK or a TecKnati. Got a third choice?”
 
   “C’raydonian, but you couldn’t be one of those.”
 
   Based upon Phen’s dark tone, Tony didn’t want to be one of those either. “What’s going on between you guys and the MystiKs anyhow? You have a throw down?”  
 
   Phen’s forehead wrinkled and he stared harder. “Your clothes and speech...I’ve never seen or heard anyone like you.”
 
   Making a chuffing noise, Tony gave him a wry smile. “Not surprised. There’s only one o’me.”
 
   “You say that as if it is a positive.”
 
   Tony caught the insult and considered poppin’ the mouth that uttered it, but he had a chance to find out how to get out of here if this guy played ‘escort’ in the pods. “Where’s home for you?”
 
   “TeK City Two.” 
 
   “What planet, dude?”
 
   Phen’s eyebrows lifted in amusement. “Earth. What planet are you from...dude?”
 
   Earth. No way. Unless this was some military experiment gone bad. But that didn’t explain gettin’ pulled into a computer. Would Phen tell him anything if this was some whacked out military program? Nah.
 
   Back to Tony’s immediate problem–finding a way home. “Do those transenders return to their original destination?”
 
   Eyeing Tony with wary observation, Phen answered with a superior attitude. “Yes. They can only return to where they were initiated, but don’t get any foolish ideas about hijacking one. I told you. A MystiK can’t travel in one without an escort.” 
 
   The way Tony saw it, this was outstandin’ news since neither he, Gabby nor Rayen were MystiKs and they hadn’t needed an escort the first time here. But he’d have to figure a way out of this prison hut first. “I’ll make you a deal.”
 
   Phen listened silently, his stance noncommittal. 
 
   “Let’s work together to get outta here. In return, I only want to know how to call up and operate a transender.”
 
   Phen smiled at some inner thought. “I will escape and without your help. I’m not telling you anything about a transender.”
 
   “How can you be so sure you can–”  
 
   The power that constantly hummed through the walls went silent. 
 
   “See you on the next trip,” Phen whispered and put his palms together. He shoved them between the vertical reeds that made up the walls and pushed his hands wide, creating an opening he stepped through.
 
    Tony hesitated only a second then jammed his way out of the hut, too. 
 
   Power hummed behind him the minute he stepped clear.
 
   His knees went weak. 
 
   That was a close call. I coulda been a fried Italian. 
 
   Taking in his surroundings, Tony caught sight of Phen who’d run thirty paces away and stopped, swinging his head as he looked for something. Two more steps past a wide thatch of inky black plants twice as tall as Tony that reminded him of bamboo, and Phen halted, his attention drawn to his right. A smile appeared on his profile, as if he’d hit the Jersey Lotto. 
 
   When Phen paused, a small-sized hand appeared from behind the bamboo stalks and passed Phen something he shoved in his pants pocket. Then he nodded and snuck off down a path cleared through the trees dotting the village. 
 
   Tony followed, tryin’ to keep his footsteps soft. He slowed next to the stand of bamboo and leaned forward to see who was there. No one. 
 
   When he caught up to Phen, the scout had reached the fog wall surrounding the village. 
 
   The guy was running straight for the deadly haze. 
 
   Tony called out, “Stop! The fog’ll kill ya!” 
 
   Phen spared a quick glance over his shoulder but didn’t slow down, rushing headlong into the puke-colored mist. 
 
   Tony tensed, ready for the blood-curdling scream...that never came. What happened?
 
   Crap. He couldn’t lose the TecKnati. 
 
   Besides Rayen had stepped in to keep the crazies from executing Tony and had saved the three of them from a killer plant. And Gabby had tried to help Tony when the vine first attacked him. This was Tony’s chance to do something to help them get out of here. 
 
   He ran five strides and reached the fog where he realized how Phen had gotten through. 
 
   The angle of Tony’s approach hadn’t allowed him to see that someone–probably the person who helped Phen escape–had cleared a narrow path through the protective wall.
 
   And that tunnel was squeezing closed. 
 
   No time to lose. 
 
   Plunging ahead, Tony lifted his St. C medal and kissed it. “Please don’t let me die now.”  Then added, “Not ‘til I get laid...at least once.” 
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER 25
 
    
 
   Gabby realized her mistake too late. She stared at the little girl Rayen had risked her life to protect from a croggle. “Can’t I just, like, hand you stuff when you need it, Jaxxson?”
 
   He paused from what appeared to be checking the pulse of the little girl whose skin had turned too bright a pink. “I need to get her blood pressure calmed down. She’s having a reaction to the Sphere. You said you wanted to help.”
 
   But she hadn’t thought that would entail putting her hands on the child. And Gabby had also thought she’d have a chance to search for a way out of the village if she tagged along with Jaxxson.
 
   Not going to happen from inside this dome thing surrounding all three of them.
 
   Jaxxson had walked her through a canopied area where two girls who looked about twelve were making aqua-blue orbs appear and disappear for a group of very young children who ooohhed and awwwed. They were inside a woven pavilion type of enclosure. Sort of like a tent only in ratty shape and held together with vines and patched with leaves, but since the leaves were all different colors it had a kaleidoscope look to it. Different but cool. 
 
    Jaxxson had walked over to a luminous white bubble that hovered on one side of the kiddie area. The bubble looked about the size of a small bedroom. He’d placed his hands on the outside of the dome and murmured words until the opal glow shimmered in front of him and a section opened up that allowed him to enter without bending over. 
 
   He had told Gabby to follow him. 
 
   She hadn’t seen much choice.
 
   The wall returned to its original form as soon as she’d stepped inside and thankfully found the floor to be flat. She’d tentatively pressed a finger against the dome wall. Her finger sank into the strange surface then stopped as if hitting a solid material. 
 
   That had curtailed any hope of her wandering around and snooping for exit points in the village. 
 
   “Gabby?” Jaxxson drew her attention back to the child who was lying on a pillowy cloud-type of bed that hovered about three feet off the floor. 
 
   She backed up a step. “You know why I don’t want to put my hands on her.” 
 
   The little girl raised a timid, silver-eyed gaze to Gabby. Her tiny bottom lip quivered. 
 
   Turning her guilt-ridden anxiety on Jaxxson, Gabby snapped, “Just great. Look what you made me do.”
 
   “Nobody’s making you do anything. Refusing to offer comfort is your choice.”
 
   Now she sounded like an ogre. She inhaled a breath and flexed her fingers, determined to keep the unspoken truce intact between her and Jaxxson, who stared up at her from where he knelt beside the girl. One of his hands had moved from the child’s wrist to above her elbow. 
 
   Gabby stepped back to the bed and squatted down beside Jaxxson. She’d never been able to walk away from a kid in need, not after spending her life being ignored by everyone around her. 
 
   “If you can tell me how to shield thoughts from my mind...I’ll try,” she implored Jaxxson with a soft voice to keep from upsetting the little girl.  
 
   Maybe a child’s thoughts wouldn’t be as abrasive as an adult’s. Thoughts that could be so negative or hateful they had sent Gabby to her knees in the past, leaving her emotionally shredded. 
 
   Jaxxson answered her in an equally calming voice without looking at her. “Your body is still healing from the vine infection, but the weave I placed on your wrist will also prevent anyone’s thoughts you don’t want to hear from impacting you. Unless the other person is so powerful a telepath that they could force their thoughts on you. I doubt Be’tallia is such a threat.”
 
   Gabby exhaled a breath, still trying to accept everything in this place. The twinkle in his eyes made it easy for her to joke. “Oh. So I’m wearing the equivalent of a Batman wristwatch for telepaths, huh?” 
 
   He chuckled and said,  “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”
 
   “Never mind. But why didn’t you tell me about this wristband sooner?” Gabby crabbed at him. 
 
   “Because you must learn to trust touch, even when you lack external protection. Place your hand on Be’tallia’s forehead to soothe her.”  He returned to treating the child, moving his palms to cover the girl’s abdomen while smiling at her. 
 
   Gabby lifted her hand and slowly extended it, fingers trembling. 
 
   Be’tallia’s gaze jumped from Jaxxson to Gabby, watching with huge silver-gray eyes, several shades darker than the party dress she wore. 
 
   Breathing hard, Gabby finally lowered her hand to the child’s forehead and braced herself. 
 
   No thoughts came crashing into her mind. 
 
   Jaxxson hadn’t lied. Call her paranoid, but she’d been tricked in the past and hadn’t liked it one bit. 
 
   But here she was, touching another person who actually smiled at her. 
 
   Gabby started laughing, not a loud sound but a private little hot-dang one.
 
   Jaxxson gave her a way-to-go glance then returned to whatever he was doing to heal the little girl. 
 
   Giddy with having accomplished something she’d been denied for so many years, Gabby used her other hand to hold the child’s miniature fingers. “You have pretty hands and long fingers. Bet you could play a piano.”
 
   Be’tallia’s gaze moved from Gabby to Jaxxson who seemed intent on something then chuckled. His beautiful brown eyes twinkled at the child who nodded, lips curling into a half-smile. 
 
   Gabby felt like an outsider. Again. But were those two really communicating telepathically? “Did you just talk to her mind-to-mind?”
 
   “Yes. Why?”  He seemed perplexed by her tone.  
 
   Refusing to sound like the terminally uninformed, she just said, “Isn’t that rude to do with me sitting here?”
 
   “No. It’s no different than if you were to ask for a word in private with me.”
 
   How could she argue with that? “Wouldn’t it be nicer for the three of us to talk?”
 
   Jaxxson kept working some sort of magic with his long-fingered hands, moving them up to the child’s neck as he spoke. “Be’tallia isn’t ready to talk. Her throat’s still raw from screaming when they kidnapped her. Speak to her with your mind if you want to communicate with her. It will help her relax around you.”  
 
   Oh. Dang. Gabby flushed with embarrassment over not realizing the little girl might be in worse shape than just having a skin reaction. Poor thing had been ripped from everything she knew.
 
   But talk to her mind to mind? Be serious. “I don’t know...I, uh, that wouldn’t be a good idea.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   Her temper lived just below the surface on most days and the only thing stopping Gabby from yelling at Jaxxson right now was that she didn’t want to upset Be’tallia. But her words came through clenched teeth. “Because I don’t know how to communicate that way and I’m not messing around with anyone else’s mind.”
 
   “You can’t harm Be’tallia’s mind. She’s the second born of the ruling family over the House of Developers. She’s been trained since birth, how to both use and protect her mind. You could choose no better person with whom to test your skills the first time.”  
 
   Could she do that? Gabby swallowed hard at the idea of actually trying to use her mental ability instead of avoiding it. Then she remembered the weave on her wrist. “What about the bracelet you put on me?”
 
   “It’ll only reinforce what you want. You did not want to hear Be’tallia’s thoughts so the bracelet helped you avoid that. If you choose to communicate then the bracelet will also help.” 
 
   Could she control mental contact and actually speak to Be’tallia with her mind? 
 
   Was she really going to give this a try? Maybe. “You said it was wrong to enter another person’s mind so how do I talk to her without forcing myself into her mind?”
 
   Jaxxson nodded, as if she’d earned points with him. “Give me a moment to explain to her.”
 
   While he was silent, Gabby watched the interplay between him and the child. Be’tallia concentrated as she listened to something he told her telepathically then her eyes widened as if surprised. She finally nodded with a serious expression Gabby wouldn’t have expected on the face of a five-year old. 
 
   Jaxxson explained, “I had to tell her that you’d never been trained to speak with your mind.”
 
   “That jolted her?”
 
   “Yes, but not in a bad way. It’s as much a part of our culture as learning how to levitate.”
 
   Of course he’d say that. Why had I been expecting him to say that telepathy was as much of his culture as something like learning to ride a bicycle? Did they even have bicycles? “Are you sure I can’t hurt Be’tallia?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Okay, then tell me how to do this.”
 
   “I’ll first have her reach out to you so that you can feel her tap on your mind. When you do, allow yourself to relax and stop worrying about hearing someone else’s thoughts. You’ll hear her.”
 
   Gabby took a deep breath and relaxed her hands then nodded at Be’tallia. In the next moment she felt a light bump, bump, bump in her mind, just as if Be’tallia had used one of her tiny fingers to tap against Gabby’s forehead. Heart thumping wildly, Gabby slowly released her fear and opened her mind. She heard, Hello. Who are you?
 
   Goosebumps raced up Gabby’s arm at the sensation of hearing Be’tallia’s sweet voice really inside her mind. Tears pooled in her eyes. She’d never experienced anything so wonderful. 
 
   Gabby replied, Hello to you, too. I’m Gabby. Thanks for letting me try this with you.
 
   Your parents have gifts?
 
   No. 
 
   Be’tallia’s smooth forehead creased. You talk to friends? Yes?
 
   The child really couldn’t fathom that Gabby wasn’t communicating with others this way already. She shook her head. Nope. Never met anyone who could do this until now. 
 
   Be’tallia screwed up her face in that funny frown that kids had when they thought an adult was trying to joke with them. 
 
   Gabby couldn’t stop grinning. She’d never been so happy as in this moment. Do you talk to your friends this way? 
 
   Yes. Be’tallia looked away, sad. But not here. I call out, but no one answers. I miss them...and my mother.
 
   Gabby felt moisture pool in her eyes. Be’tallia sounded so lost. 
 
   Having spent the majority of her life feeling lost herself, Gabby wished she could fix this for the little girl. 
 
   And Gabby yearned for the world Be’tallia lived in...until she realized this child hadn’t lived in a perfect world. Certainly not a safe world. 
 
   Be’tallia’s gray gaze lifted to peer at the top of Gabby’s head. So many hair spools. 
 
   Out of knee jerk reaction, Gabby lifted her hands to her hair where she’d fixed her ponytails as well as she could and retied the ribbons. She grinned. I know it looks pretty funky, huh? 
 
   Funky?
 
   Strange, Gabby explained. 
 
   Not strange. Beautiful. Be’tallia’s awe brushed across Gabby’s mind like a gentle breeze. The child had a cherub’s face and innocent mind filled with tranquility. 
 
   Gabby wiped a watery eye and said, Thank you. I’ve never been called beautiful.
 
   Jaxxson looked over at her for a brief moment, a small frown creasing his brow, but he said nothing.
 
   Be’tallia’s eyes crinkled with humor. Do they not see you?
 
   From the mouths of babes, as the old saying went. People are different where I come from. None are special like you.
 
   Be’tallia’s mouth spread wide in happiness. 
 
   Gabby had no way to thank this wonderful child who’d allowed a perfect stranger to speak to her telepathically. If she could do this with a child maybe she really could train herself to the point of touching others. 
 
   And have a normal life. 
 
   Wait a minute. Gabby wasn’t touching Be’tallia. 
 
   Sometime while she’d been fixated on talking with Be’tallia, Gabby had moved her hands to her lap where she now yanked them up in front of her face. Then she looked at Be’tallia and sent her a thought. I’m not touching you.
 
   The little girl shook her head. 
 
   How can we still be talking without touching?
 
   Babies touch. Big girls don’t have to, Be’tallia explained, her telepathic voice sounding wry.
 
   Unbelievable. 
 
   Then Be’tallia added, You made my head better.
 
   Did this child mean what Gabby thought she meant? Turning to Jaxxson, she said out loud, “Be’tallia said I helped her head to feel better.”
 
   “Uh huh.”
 
   “I’m not a healer.”
 
   “You sure?”
 
   How could she answer that? “I don’t...can’t...never have...”
 
   Patting Be’tallia’s cheek that made her giggle, Jaxxson said to the child, “Your skin is no longer red. You’ll be fine and you will be safe with us.”  Then he sat back on his knees and crossed his arms, facing Gabby. “You work very hard at proving you can’t do something. Perhaps you should try figuring out what you can do.”
 
   She didn’t react to his not-so-gentle verbal smack. Even though she’d heard that often from instructors, psychologists and her father...you don’t try hard enough. 
 
   Jaxxson hadn’t meant that as a criticism so much as an observation. But he was certifiable if he thought she could heal anybody. She could accept the telepathy part only because she’d struggled her whole life with hearing other people’s thoughts. And even now she had a hard time believing she’d just spoken to someone mind-to-mind. 
 
   But a healer? 
 
   If she’d been a healer she could have saved her mother from being a destructive alcoholic. Or healed her own wrists. “I think Be’tallia was confused because you were working on her the whole time we were talking.”
 
   “Perhaps.”  He shrugged. “Now for the next stage of healing.” 
 
   “Why? Isn’t she better?”
 
   “She’ll be fine. In fact, her throat is healed.”
 
   Gabby glanced over at Be’tallia who had the sly I’m-hiding-a-secret-from-you look. “So now you can talk?”
 
   “Yes.”  Be’tallia’s grin exposed a gap in her teeth. 
 
   Nice to see that children in other worlds still grew up with some of the same issues like losing their front teeth.
 
   Returning to Jaxxson, Gabby opened her hands. “I’m confused. What’s this next step?”
 
   Holding her gaze with his steady, dark-eyed one, she felt a stronger thump on her mind this time and realized Jaxxson wanted to speak to her silently. 
 
   She panicked for a moment as he waited patiently then slowly opened her mind. Trusting a child was very different than trusting someone who said he was her enemy. When she didn’t hear anything, she asked him, Can you hear me?
 
   Yes. When we bring Be’tallia out of this protective dome, she will lose the soothing effect I infused in the bed beneath her. She’ll begin to remember that she’s been torn from her family. I’ve found one thing that seems to help ease the children through this difficult time.
 
   You mean separation anxiety? Gabby asked.
 
   We have other terms, but yes, that’s correct.
 
   What do you do?
 
   I’ll show you. 
 
   After telling Be’tallia that she was going to leave the dome and that she might feel different but to remember that she was safe, Jaxxson lifted her into his arms and stood. When Gabby popped up next to him, Jaxxson wrapped his fingers around her wrist before she could stop him.
 
   He murmured a brief string of strange words. 
 
   In the next moment, all three of them stood outside the dome in the canopied area with the other children. 
 
   She withdrew her wrist from Jaxxson. “Why’d you do it differently this time?”
 
   “Before, you’d have become upset if I’d touched you. You now know you’re not controlled by your gift, but that you’re in charge. You knew I wouldn’t force my mind on you and that you were safe with my touch. Another step in developing your gift.”
 
   He was right about one thing. 
 
   She’d never trusted contact with another person since losing her mother, but she did believe that Jaxxson wouldn’t harm her. 
 
   She wasn’t sure she liked that knowledge, after all Tony was still stuck back in the prisoner hut. So until all of them were free, none of them were free. She might trust Jaxxson now, but could she trust him if that Zilya chick and Mathias wanted her dead? 
 
   Jaxxson carried Be’tallia to where a group of children huddled together on the ground giggling over something. When he asked them to make a space, the children parted, revealing a pile of odd little puffy animals that squirmed and crawled all over each other. 
 
   The critters reminded Gabby of furry four-legged troll dolls with large blue-green eyes, fat lips and a pug nose. Their ears sat up like a horse’s and short, thick, multi-colored hair sprouted out the tops of their heads. They had plush cinnamon-colored coats except for the same poofs of rainbow hair sticking out around their paws and at the ends of their long rat-like tails that dragged behind them. 
 
   “What are those?” Gabby asked, grinning at the funny creatures. 
 
   “Pupples.”  Jaxxson sat Be’tallia down on a woven mat covering the ground and petted one of the little animals. “They’re the dugurat offspring.” 
 
   “They look too young to be weaned from their mothers.” 
 
   “They are. We rescue as many as we can and bring them in for the children. The dugurats breed constantly, but are easy prey. They’ll defend their young, even attacking viciously to protect their pupples when threatened, but are otherwise docile.  They have a low percentage of survival, because a dugurat brain never grows much beyond the size it is at birth.”
 
   “Never heard of a dugurat before.”  Well, except for Etoi using that term to call Rayen an “idiot.”
 
   “I hadn’t either prior to coming here, but we have V’ru of the Records House with us. He knows just about everything there is to know about all things.” 
 
   “V’ru? That’s a strange name.”
 
   “He was named after an ancestor and is a rare MystiK who was gifted with the knowledge of all his ancestors upon his birth.”
 
   “Shut the front door.”
 
   “What?”  Jaxxson stopped moving his hands. “What door?”
 
   She lifted a hand, waving her fingers. “Sorry. It’s an expression from my time we say when we hear something phenomenal. If this V’ru came to life with all that knowledge, did he still have to study?”
 
   “Oh, yes. His has been a life of continuous study, but that’s expected of a gifted one such as he, to whom current leaders turn for valued information.”
 
   Poor guy. She thought her life sucked, but she definitely wouldn’t want his job. Gabby took in Be’tallia who’d sat down quietly, now looking like a ragged princess doll that had been dragged through the dirt. Her face was starting to show the stress of her thoughts. A tear slipped from her eye. 
 
   Gabby squatted beside her. “Be’tallia?”  
 
   The child turned to her and whispered, “Yes.”
 
   “These pupples are all alone, away from home. They need someone to hold them so they know they’re loved.”
 
   Be’tallia glanced at the pupples, still not reaching for one. 
 
   Gabby looked up at Jaxxson who was watching Gabby with the strangest expression on his face. She started to ask what bothered him, but Be’tallia was her first concern. “You may need to take her back to the dome.”
 
   He shook his head. “She must be given a chance to adjust. Keeping her in the dome will only delay what she must come to understand. I see you’re not pleased, but my powers can only heal the body, not the mind or the emotions.”
 
   She supposed he was right. Gabby’s father had always provided the best in medical care for her mother, but no one had been able to heal her mother’s damaged psyche when rumors of her father’s affairs with younger women had surfaced.  
 
   Jaxxson reached over the children and lifted two pupples that made weird little grunts and growls, sounding like pig-puppy chatter. He placed one in Be’tallia’s lap where the pupple started licking the little girl’s fingers then pawing the front of her dress.
 
   Gabby wanted to encourage Be’tallia, but she knew what it felt like to have everyone trying to make you “be better right now.”  When the little girl picked up the pupple and held it against her cheek, Gabby stood and turned a thrilled smile on Jaxxson. 
 
   He then handed her the other pupple. 
 
   She’d been itching to hold one and didn’t hesitate to take the ball of fluff, running a finger over its salmon pink, aqua and butter yellow tufts of hair sprouting everywhere. Bringing the bundle of nipping, licking, squirming energy to her face, she laughed when it yipped at her. 
 
   She sensed a deep curiosity coming from Jaxxson. 
 
   Letting her gaze wander over to him, she found his eyes concentrating intently. As if he knew that she’d never held a pet because of her fear of touch. True, but another reason had been the constant moving from one city or country to another. 
 
   Pets were like children. Both deserved a stable home. 
 
   After a long moment, he said, “We can only heal others if we understand how to first heal ourselves.”  
 
   She started to explain, once more, that she wasn’t a healer, but just then Zilya came rushing up with a little boy in her arms. A toddler. She thrust the child at Jaxxson. “He’s stable for now, but he started reacting right away.”
 
   For the first time, Jaxxson appeared worried. “How bad?”
 
   “I had to resuscitate him twice on the way here.”
 
   “Where’s Callan? I may need his help.”
 
   “He should arrive soon, but I don’t know how drained he’ll be from healing another.”  
 
   Gabby tried not to feel hurt over having just been bumped as Jaxxson’s assistant, but she dismissed the petty reaction with a child’s welfare on the line. “Callan’s a healer, too?”
 
   Jaxxson swung his attention to Gabby just long enough to answer her. “Many of us can heal minor wounds and cuts, but he is a G’ortian, whose powers are still developing and can manifest in many different ways. He has proven to be skilled in healing mortal wounds even though he’s not from the Healing House.”  
 
   Zilya told Jaxxson, “We captured a TecKnati scout Etoi is delivering to the isolation unit. Do what you can for the child. Callan may or may not have the strength to help you after tending to serious wounds.”
 
   Gabby did the math and came up with who’d been injured. Sudden fear made her voice sharp. “Rayen! What happened to her?”
 
   Zilya kept her voice even and calm. “She was struck by a croggle, but she’ll survive.”
 
   That flew all over Gabby. “Why’d you let that happen?”
 
   Glowering at her, Zilya explained, “She wouldn’t have been harmed if she’d not chosen to protect a TecKnati. You should be thankful Callan deigned to repair her after she saved our enemy.”
 
   Oh, boy. That wasn’t going to win Rayen any points. Or any of them for that matter. 
 
   The toddler started jerking spasmodically. Jaxxson snapped into all business mode. “He’s stressing. We have to go.”  
 
   Gabby was right behind Jaxxson when he reached the dome, but she still held the pupple in her hand. She deposited the small critter into a dress pocket and announced, “I’ll help.”
 
   His answer was to grab her arm, getting them inside the hut with lightning speed. 
 
   She’d just dropped down on one side of the cloud bed and had placed one hand on the new child’s head when she heard the little boy’s internal screams of fear and pain.
 
   He was in a comatose state. His mind locked tightly with hers. She had to break away, but she couldn’t. Put up a wall. Not happening. What about her Batman vine watch? Why wasn’t that working? 
 
   She snatched her hands away and covered her ears, but the screaming wouldn’t stop. She fought against the chaos. Losing.
 
   Jaxxson was saying something, shouting at her. But the words weren’t clear.
 
   Her brain felt like it was exploding.
 
   He swung away from the child and grabbed both of her arms, his voice shouting in her head. Stop it! You’re killing him!
 
    
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER 26
 
    
 
   I scratched at the wound that continued to heal on my stomach, still not clear on how I’d survived a mortal wound from the croggle. 
 
   “Leave the scab alone,” Callan admonished. 
 
   How had he known what I was doing when he walked ahead of me, navigating our way through the woods toward the village? “Itches.”
 
   “Of course. The skin is repairing.”  
 
   I kept pace close behind. Following him had been no hardship since I had an unobstructed view of all that toned body. “I still don’t understand how you healed me.”
 
   He tossed me another of his speculative glances, as if he just couldn’t make up his mind if I was telling the truth about landing here by accident in the pod without a TeK scout. “I did not heal you alone.”
 
   “Don’t look at me as if I’m hiding something from you. I told you I don’t know how this power inside me works. I’m pretty sure I couldn’t have fixed my insides without your hands involved.”
 
   Pondering silently, he led us through the last fringe of woods before we reached the green fog wall coming into view. “Have to talk to V’ru. This is confusing.”
 
   V’ru, whose mind worked better than a Cyberprocessor. Was he Artificial Intelligence? Some kind of computer? That reminded me... “What’s the big deal about computers?”
 
   He slowed until I reached his side and turned to me. “There’s a myth about the very first computer from the sixteenth century. A technological creation with supernatural power that MystiKs and TecKnatis are searching for.”
 
   “Why? I thought MystiKs didn’t like technology.”
 
   “We don’t,” Callan admitted. “We just want to keep it out of SEOH’s hands, because he’ll use it to destroy all the MystiKs.”  
 
   A computer could do that? Maybe it was an AI unit. “Is he planning to use it here?”“If this computer actually exists and he gets his hands on it, I doubt it will matter where we are when he hits the destruct button. Let’s keep moving.” Callan led the way to the green fog, then he opened the tunnel through it. 
 
   I stayed tight on his tracks, not touching the fog. 
 
   The minute Callan stepped inside the compound and closed the fog tunnel, he stopped suddenly, staring straight ahead, eyes unfocused. One blink and he dashed forward.
 
   I caught up to him, striding step for step. “What’s wrong?”
 
   “The new boy we saved is reacting violently.”  He gave me a sharp look. “Your friend is killing him.”
 
   “Who?”  
 
   “The Hy’bridt.”
 
   “Who?”  I was panting.
 
   “The one with two eye colors.”
 
   “Gabby?” Not possible. “Hurt a child? You’ve got to be kidding.”
 
   Racing past a murky puddle of gray sludge and through hanging moss he slapped away from our faces, he said, “Do you hear humor in my words?”
 
   Annoyed-distrustful-stone-face Callan was back.
 
   When we entered deeper into the village, into a tented area I hadn’t seen before, Callan continued all the way to a pearl-white dome. 
 
   Zilya stood in front of the dome, pounding on the curved wall that surprised me by not budging. “Let me inside. I’ll stop her.”
 
   I guessed Zilya meant Gabby. But how would she stop her?  
 
   Callan raced up to the dome. “Why can’t you enter?”
 
   Zilya stopped pounding. “I don’t know. Jaxxson called out that the child was dying and he had to stop Gabby from...something. That’s all I got. I can’t pass through the protective wall.”
 
   I placed my hand on the smooth, but shifting, surface that never appeared quite solid. The outer shell really didn’t give when I pushed on it. “What is this thing?”
 
   Frantic to get inside, Zilya gave me a straight answer for once. “A personal space some of us can create. This one’s for isolating new arrivals.”  She grabbed a fist of my shirt. “Stop that girl.”
 
   I yanked out of her grasp. “Gabby wouldn’t hurt a child. But I can’t do anything unless you get me inside.”
 
   Without another word, Callan grabbed my wrist then put his hand on the wall. Nothing happened. He slapped the wall and growled through clenched teeth. “What’s she doing to bar us from entering?”
 
   I didn’t know what made me do it, but I put my hand over the one Callan still pressed on the dome. 
 
   He looked over at me with suspicion. 
 
   I told him, “Try again. Both hands.”
 
   When he slapped his other palm on the wall, I covered both of his hands with mine and closed my eyes, searching inside myself for the swirling heat. My muscles tensed with the effort. 
 
   I didn’t feel anything like the power that surged when I’d fought the croggles and the flower, but my chest heated with warmth similar to when we’d healed my wound. 
 
   A second later, Callan said in a hushed voice flooded with surprise, “You did it. We’re in.”
 
   I opened my eyes to find we were inside a giant white bubble…and I still held his hands. 
 
   I dropped them, suddenly embarrassed to be caught holding Callan’s hands. With a quick look around, I found the little boy stretched out on a puffy bed of air. His lips and fingers were a chilling color of blue. 
 
   Jaxxson had one hand on the child’s head and the other around Gabby’s throat. Her eyes were rolled back in her head.
 
   I lunged at the healer, ripping his hand away from Gabby. She fell back and slumped on the floor. When I swung around to deal with Jaxxson, Callan shouted at me, “Don’t touch him!”
 
   Jaxxson turned on both of us and ground out his words through clenched teeth. “Silence everyone! This child’s barely alive.”
 
   I shook with the anger of finding Gabby being attacked. If not for holding a child’s life in his hands, this healer would be laid out flat. I’d been led to believe this guy would take care of Gabby. Dropping down on one knee, I checked her pulse and, lucky for the healer, I found one. I looked over my shoulder and demanded, “Why were you trying to kill her?”
 
   Callan broke in. “I told you–”
 
   I snarled, “No!” and speared the healer with the bulk of my fury. 
 
   Jaxxson’s hand never left the child’s head. “Gabby helped me heal the little girl from this morning.”
 
   “Really?” Callan asked, sounding just as confused as I felt. “Then why were you choking her?”
 
   He can ask questions, but I can’t? I don’t think so. 
 
   “I’ll explain later, Callan, but Gabby is truly a Hy’bridt. She has to be. Anyhow, she helped with that one, which was good, because I was drained from healing Gabby of the vine reaction.” 
 
   It took me a minute to realize that the healer was using his voice to soothe tempers in the room. Even mine was dropping a notch, but I still noted that there was a limit to what this group could do with their powers at any one time. That might work in our favor when I found a chance to escape with Tony and Gabby. And we would, as soon as I convinced Callan and Mathias to release Tony. 
 
   Turning halfway around, I took in the return of Gabby’s healthy color and that her arms were no longer swollen or streaked with infection. The healer had done some good. She stirred, lifting her hands to her neck. 
 
   Not understanding any of what was happening, I turned back to Jaxxson, “Why’d you heal her then try to kill her?”
 
   Gabby coughed and sputtered, struggling to sit up at that point. “He wasn’t choking me. He had his finger on my carotid artery to slow the blood flow, which saved me from imploding mentally.”  
 
   I didn’t have a clue what she was talking about, but she seemed fine now. I reached out a hand to help her up then pulled it back before I made contact.
 
   She smiled. “It’s okay. Jaxxson has been teaching me how to deal with casual contact. He believes I can help heal others, but when I touched this little boy he was screaming so loud inside his head and in such pain that I lost control and couldn’t disconnect from him.”
 
   Jaxxson finished explaining, his voice still calm and soothing sounding, not looking at anyone except the little boy he hovered over. “By staying attached mentally to the child when she went into distress, Gabby was actually harming him...and herself.”
 
   Gabby gulped. “I’m so sorry, Jaxxson.”
 
   “No, that was my mistake. I didn’t consider that a child in this much anguish would overwhelm you, but once I intervened, you were actually healing him with me as a conduit between you.”
 
   Callan glared at me, still angry from our shouting match. I put my hands on my hips and gave him back a glare of equal fury for his part in the confusion. He narrowed his eyes then turned to Jaxxson. “How is the boy now?”
 
   “Still not stable. Gabby doesn’t have training. I need your help.”
 
   “I’ll try, but I may not be able to do much for another hour or two.”  Callan’s gaze strayed to me for a moment, letting me know he’d depleted his healing energy on my wounds.
 
   Gabby butted in. “I’m not sure I can really help you, but now that I know to be careful I’m willing to try again.”
 
   Jaxxson nodded at a spot on the far side of the boy and waited for Gabby to get settled before he sank down next to her. “You and I will work together.” 
 
   I wasn’t so sure I liked how easily those two seemed to mesh. Just what all had happened while I’d been out fighting croggles? Gone was the girl who normally panicked at the idea of being touched. 
 
   Callan dropped to his knees on this side of the child, eyes on Jaxxson who lifted Gabby’s hands and slowly placed one on the child’s arm and her other palm on the boy’s pale forehead.
 
   Gabby flinched at first then nodded a few seconds later, acknowledging that she could handle whatever she was feeling through the touch.  
 
   Callan moved to place his hands on the child when I interjected, “Thought you couldn’t help for another hour?”
 
   “I can’t heal but I can assess how he is and maybe help that way.”
 
   I held my tongue, surprised I worried about Callan as I watched him place both of his hands on the little boy’s chest. He let out a guttural groan of misery. 
 
   Kneeling beside him, I asked, “What’s wrong?”
 
   “This child has a damaged heart. We’ve lost others who had pre-existing physical problems, then reacted to the Sphere once they got here. None of those had as severe damage as this one.”  He closed his eyes, gritting his teeth for several moments then looked over at Jaxxson and shook his head. “His life force is down to a whisper. I tried to reach the heart, but his pain blocks access from me.”
 
   Gabby raised a desperate gaze to me. 
 
   I was not a healer, but Callan had proven his skill by healing me...after I put my hands over his. What kind of power did I possess? What was the chance I could help him now? 
 
   Or, what was the chance I might do this child harm with uncontrolled power?
 
   Callan let out a slow breath that carried heavy disappointment, ending my debate.
 
   I covered his hands again, murmuring. “Don’t give up yet.”
 
   Heat swelled where our skin connected. 
 
   He looked at me sharply, but didn’t move his hands. 
 
   Jaxxson spoke in an excited whisper. “I felt a pulse in the boy’s life force, but it’s not strong. Everyone keep doing what you’re doing.”
 
   I closed my eyes and hoped I was doing the right thing when I searched for the power coiled inside me, waiting to be released. What if I released too much? 
 
   This time, I used what I’d learned when Callan healed me. Fearful of endangering the child further, I drew slowly. Energy snaked through my arms and out my hands. When the blur in my mind cleared, I realized I was seeing through Callan’s eyes. I watched, amazed as he began working frantically to repair the child’s heart. With him taking care of the little boy, curiosity pushed me to ease back from watching the organ repair and open myself more to him.
 
   I saw a warm glow deep inside him that drew me closer.
 
   Noises faded away until all I could hear was Callan’s rhythmic inhale and exhale. A peaceful place I hadn’t known existed. Was this what home felt like? Safe. Welcoming. Intimate. I wanted to stay. 
 
   Warmth radiated inside him as long as he centered his energy on the boy. Gone was the fierce warrior ready to battle and the hard exterior he’d shown me all day. Here was a heart that beat strong and cared for others. 
 
   The minute he released that focus, I brushed up against grief...heartache...despair that he kept hidden and buried deep. 
 
   “Rayen?”
 
   Hearing my name from a distance yanked me back toward consciousness. I struggled, not wanting to leave this place I’d found, but the voice insisted. I opened my eyes to find Callan, Gabby and Jaxxson staring at me. 
 
   Their faces were a mixed bag of relief. 
 
   That’s when I glanced down to find the little boy no longer blue around his lips and fingers. He was sleeping soundly and his skin flush with natural color. “Is he better?”
 
   Jaxxson stood, helping Gabby to her feet. “He’s healed. Callan repaired his heart and we infused so much healing energy into him that I believe he’s over his initial negative reaction to the Sphere.”
 
   But instead of a smile Gabby shot Callan a look that threatened harm. 
 
   Callan’s lifted eyebrow smirked at Gabby for daring to think she could. 
 
   I had no idea what was going on between those two, but Jaxxson must have. He nodded at me. “And we have you to thank for lending Callan the power he needed. I was quite impressed by what I felt circulate in the child’s body.”
 
   All eyes went to Callan to see what he’d say about my help.
 
   Would he send me back to isolation in spite of what had happened here?
 
   When Callan turned to me, he avoided my gaze and admitted, “We owe you a great debt for saving this child. We probably would have lost him without your aid.” He bowed his head an inch. “Thank you.”
 
   That must have been what Gabby had wanted, because now her face had a cat-sly, cocked eyebrow and smile. 
 
   “You’re welcome,” I told Callan, aware how he could hardly accuse me of being an enemy if I’d saved this child. Twice. But would this momentary camaraderie bode well for getting Callan to lighten up on Tony? 
 
   Jaxxson stepped toward the wall we’d entered through. “The child’s safe here. We’ll let him rest.”
 
   Once we were outside in the tented area again, Jaxxson walked over to a concerned Zilya and Mathias, quickly explaining what had happened.
 
   I caught Callan before he could put me and Gabby back in the Isolation Unit. “We’ve proven we’re not here to harm you and that we’ll help you. Tony’s not a danger to your village. I promise if you release him he’ll not hurt anyone.”
 
   Callan’s hard expression had returned. He clearly didn’t want to agree, but this time he at least seemed to struggle with the decision. “I’ll admit that you and Gabby have proven yourselves to not be a threat.” I noticed he didn’t say we were safe from retribution, but he was still talking. “But we knew with Gabby’s eye colors that she had to be MystiK.”
 
   I turned to Gabby. “Really? I’m thinking that’s good?”
 
   She shrugged in a self-conscious way. 
 
   If that made Callan happy with Gabby, I wouldn’t argue. One down, two to go. “And me?”
 
   “I have no idea.”
 
   Not what I was hoping for on several levels. “At least you’re honest.”
 
   Callan added, “But V’ru will know.”
 
   Mathias joined our group, asking what Callan was talking about. Callan explained what had transpired and Mathias agreed that V’ru would be the final word. 
 
   The infamous, all-knowing, all-seeing elite V’ru. I disliked him without even meeting the guy just because of the reverence in Callan’s voice when he talked about V’ru. Where was this infallible center of knowledge? Probably being worshipped somewhere. “What about Tony?”
 
   Callan held up a hand, stalling me. “First, I want to interrogate the scout we captured. If he doesn’t give me reason to believe your friend is TecKnati then–”  He looked at Mathias who said, “I’ll consider releasing him.” 
 
   I’d like to take Callan’s willingness to talk with Tony as a positive indication, but Mathias had stopped before sharing his entire thought. I asked, “What if you still believe Tony is TecKnati?”
 
   Mathias didn’t hesitate when he said, “Then he and the scout will face punishment for the premature deaths of MystiK children who have perished here.”
 
   I knew the answer and still pushed for clarification. “What’s the punishment?”
 
   “We’ll give them the same chance they gave these children. The guilty TecKnatis will be placed in the middle of a transender docking location where they can pit their skills against a croggle. I understand from Zilya that I have you to thank for giving us the gray box we can now use to call up a croggle without endangering our own.”
 
   Tony would never survive against a croggle. Neither would that scout. I had to find a way to sway Mathias and Callan from doing this even if they did find Tony guilty according to the rules of their world. 
 
   I didn’t know the rules of anyone’s world, mine included, but I did know I couldn’t stand by and watch anyone sacrificed to a man-killing croggle. But then again, I had not been forced to witness the brutal killing of innocent children either.
 
   Before I had a chance to convince Mathias that killing TecKnati wouldn’t solve their problems, Etoi and several of the half-sized warriors came pounding into the village proper, the cleared area where the four of us stood. 
 
   “They escaped,” Etoi cried out. 
 
   Callan stepped to the center of the group. “The prisoners?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   I couldn’t believe Tony would leave me and Gabby to find a way home on his own. Or had something else happened to him? I wouldn’t put it past Etoi to vent her hatred of TecKnatis on a hapless prisoner and dispose of Tony’s body. Or had the scout taken Tony hostage? That had to be what happened, but what was the chance of convincing Callan or Mathias of that possibility?
 
   Zero. 
 
   Mathias pushed forward, demanding. “How did the TecKnati get out of the Isolation Unit without being burned to death by the energy enclosing the hut?”
 
   “I don’t know.”  Etoi’s dark eyes swung to me, accusing. “The scout was searched before being put inside the unit. He had nothing on him. We didn’t search these others for weapons or hidden technology.”
 
   Callan raised his hand. “Neither of these two–”  He nodded at me and Gabby. “Could’ve done it. They’ve been with me or Jaxxson the whole time.”  He turned to Mathias and lowered his voice, though I could still hear due to standing so close. “There’s only one way to leave the isolation unit and that’s by the hand of a MystiK in this village.”
 
   I caught the meaning beneath Callan’s words. He thought one of their own had released the prisoners. A traitor. 
 
   Someone working with the TecKnati? 
 
   Mathias merely nodded, his mouth pressed in a firm line. He ordered Zilya, “Organize a hunt. Find them.”
 
   Zilya started issuing orders to Etoi and her small band of warriors. Within minutes, another thirty children around ten to fifteen in age flooded into the area, all carrying weapons capable of deadly harm. Some looked fragile and all were dressed in ragtag outfits, but their expressions were determined. A sort of shoot-first-and-ask-questions-later look. Which wasn’t looking good for Tony.
 
   I stepped up. “I’ll go.”
 
   At the same time, Callan and Mathias said, “No.”  
 
   Then Callan added, “I can’t allow you to help your friend.”  His next thought trailed off in his eyes. 
 
   One look at him told me what he was thinking. If I interfered, he’d have no choice but to use deadly force against me. My dying wouldn’t help Tony, or Gabby either, but that didn’t mean I liked the implied threat in Callan’s gaze.
 
   Gabby moved close to me and whispered, “You think Tony abandoned us?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Strangely, I don’t either.” She glanced around before adding, “But I don’t trust that Etoi not to hurt him if she can catch him alone.”
 
   I nodded, but I couldn’t stop Mathias and what had grown to be a formidable hunting party of armed warriors. 
 
   When Mathias made a motion with his hand for his hunters to head out, Callan stopped him. “I’ll go with them, Mathias. Take Rayen to see V’ru.”
 
   “No.”  Mathias spoke just as softly, but I heard him. “I can use the exercise and you take her to V’ru. While you’re at it, do me a favor and check on the preparations for the BIRG Day celebration. I know it sounds trivial at this moment, but we promised that to the children and those putting it together don’t want me to see what they are creating.”
 
   Mathias rubbed his head, giving me the impression he found something tedious about this celebration.
 
   Callan offered, “Sure you don’t want to delay it until tomorrow?”
 
   “No. This is the first tradition we’ve upheld here. I’m not much for parties, but I’ll do it for the children. This Tony will be easy to track. Tell them to have the party ready to go as soon as I return.”
 
   Callan gave him a long, concerned look. 
 
   The grim set of Mathias’s jaw softened. “Remember, our first responsibility after keeping these children safe is to give them hope. No matter what it takes to do that. No matter if celebrating is the last thing we feel like doing, always think of them first.” He offered a tight, half-smile. “The scout may know this land, but the other captive doesn’t. If I find Tony first, I’ll return with him, or his body, in time for the celebration. Find out who she is before I return. I must know.” 
 
   Then he pivoted away and took off running. 
 
   I had to be the she Mathias ordered Callan to find out about. But it was the dire warning in Mathias’s voice that worried me. Something had changed in the way Mathias viewed me and I had no reason to believe it was a positive change. 
 
   Callan snapped around, pointing at Gabby. “You, stay with Jaxxson. A warning. When I’m in the village, he can reach me telepathically if he needs me.”  
 
   So that’s what had been happening when Callan exchanged looks with Mathias and that’s how Callan had heard about the little boy being in distress. I asked Gabby, “You sure you’re okay with Jaxxson?”
 
   “Yes.”  
 
   I believed her. She didn’t have that empty, don’t-step-too-close look in her face she’d worn when I first met her. Something profound had happened while Gabby had worked with the children and the healer. 
 
   Or  because of something Jaxxson had done to her.  
 
   “You.” Callan speared his finger at me.
 
   How did I end up as ‘you’ again? “Forget my name?”
 
   He ignored my sarcasm. “The girl is Hy’bridt and the escaped prisoner you call a friend is TecKnati. That leaves the mystery of who you are. I’m tired of guessing. You will answer V’ru’s questions. He can discover who or what you are. Follow me.”
 
   My heart hammered my chest with two fists. He hadn’t even suggested that I might be MystiK. Not that I wanted to be, but right now that was the only winning side in the war these kids waged with the TecKnatis. 
 
   On the other hand, wasn’t that what I wanted? To find out who I really was? Could this V’ru know my history, know who I was? And where I came from? 
 
   If these children were from the future, maybe V’ru had information on the past.  
 
   On the surface, that sounded somewhat encouraging, until I considered the alternative.
 
   What if this elite MystiK V’ru decided I had some type of connection to the TecKnati? Callan spoke of him in reverence and Mathias would make his final decision based upon what V’ru alone revealed. 
 
   What would Callan vote to do with me if V’ru declared me the enemy? 
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER 27
 
    
 
   What had happened to the jungle? 
 
   Tony kept taking in this forest, trying to figure out where that TeK scout was going. This place was just as funky looking, but not as dense as the jungle Tony had traveled through right after being dumped out of the pod. He doubted the thickly wooded, tree-looking growths that towered overhead, or the more open terrain at the base of the trees offered any more safety. 
 
   ‘Specially for a Camden-raised dude.
 
   Eyeing the red moon through the canopy of branches, he used that marker to keep track of his direction since leaving the village. That moon kept sliding down. 
 
   What happened in this place when the moon set? 
 
   He swatted low-hanging branches that smelled like petro-chemicals out of the way and kept that scout, Phen, in sight. The Tek guy wound through knee-high, berry-covered bushes and trees with twisted limbs. If you could call these things he ran past trees. 
 
   Trees were supposed to have brown or gray bark, not chartreuse stripes and tubular leaves. Not puffy and corkscrew shaped things in shades of black, pink and purple. 
 
   Tony stumbled over jagged breaks in the ground that could be roots and pushed through a clump of spiky bushes that looked like the barbed wire on top of prison fences. Sweat stung his eyes, streamed down his neck and soaked his shirt. 
 
   Where was this scout goin’? Why hadn’t he headed the other way through the jungle? Didn’t he want to snag a pod, or transender as Mathias had called it, and fly home? The guy moved through this big-ass forest as though he had a specific direction in mind, but kept lookin’ around as if he watched for someone. Or wanted to avoid someone. Who? 
 
   Don’t let there be any other crazies out here running loose.
 
   What if this guy stayed somewhere in this place, like in a guard shack, and was heading there instead of back to a transender pod?
 
   Don’t think that way. 
 
   This whole place was jacked-up crazy enough. 
 
   Tony had never touched anything that could screw with his brain, but just this once, he almost wished he was trippin’ on acid. That’d mean there was an end to this nightmare. But no, he was lucid and breathin’ hard from more exercise than a Jersey boy needed to work on computers. The muggy air he slogged through reminded him of a heat wave in Camden last summer. 
 
   Xena is cut out for this native crap. Not me. 
 
   But Tony wouldn’t admit that to anyone. 
 
   Once he found a way home, he’d prove who’d had the skills for gettin’ away from here. 
 
   The scout slowed down just before the woods thinned ahead. 
 
   Tony hurried, closing the distance to fifteen feet and tucking in behind a sprawling tree. He scanned the wide-open space beyond the tree line. 
 
   No towering pod, transender or other transport unit out there. Crapola. This might’ve been a big mistake. 
 
   Phen stood in knee-high, weedy grass, clearly looking for something, then must have found it. He ran two steps and shoved his hand into a...pink flower! 
 
   Tony had no time to yell a warning. 
 
   But even though the flower looked just like the one that had attacked him earlier, it made no threatening move toward Phen. 
 
   In fact, in the next five seconds, a holographic screen appeared chest high in the air near the scout who stood up, withdrawing his hand from the flower. 
 
   The screen lit up and a hot feminine voice announced, “One hour, twenty-eight minutes left to request transender return from Sphere.”
 
   Tony’s heart rate soared. There was a time limit for calling up a transender. He had to find Gabby and Rayen fast. 
 
   Lifting his hand, Phen placed his right palm against the translucent screen. A red line streaked around the outline of his hand then started blinking until it turned bright green. The minute that happened, the scout yanked his hand back and the woman said, “Request acknowledged.”
 
   Then the screen vanished without a sound. 
 
   When Phen hurried toward the open space, Tony took off right behind him. Cobra dude was going nowhere until he told Tony how to get out of this hellhole. 
 
   A high-pitched whining started. 
 
   He knew that sound and increased his speed.
 
   Bursting from the trees, he noticed a gigantic burned croggle–had Rayen fought that?–lying dead fifty yards away, and closed to within three steps behind Phen who’d been jogging along. Phen must have heard Tony’s footsteps. He cast a ragged glance over his shoulder. “What the–”
 
   Phen kicked up his speed.
 
   You don’t grow up on the streets of south Jersey and not be fast in a sprint. 
 
   Tony raced ahead, cringing as the whining grew louder.
 
   On the far side of the clearing, dirt and other particles spun an orange-red tornado in one spot. The whirling image of a huge bullet-shaped metallic object started taking shape. 
 
   The spinning stopped at once. There stood the pod again.  
 
   Busting a gut, Tony growled and powered forward with everything he had. He went airborne, body tackling Phen, taking them both down hard and rolling. 
 
   Just like back home when an a-hole kid had pushed over Tony’s little brother and tried to run. 
 
   Sucking gulps of thick air, Tony jumped on Phen’s back while he was still face down, shoving his knee hard and wrenching one of the guy’s arms behind his back. He saw the rest of the guy’s cobra tattoo that wrapped around a triangular shape like an A with three circles worked into the design and a small barcode beneath it. 
 
   “Let me go!” Phen yelled, pounding the dirt.
 
   “Not gonna happen until you tell me what I want to know. Asked you nice back in that hut. Not askin’ this time.”
 
   “I’ve only got minutes to embark since the transender is here. Or it returns without me.”
 
   Good to know. But even better was the panic in Phen’s voice. 
 
   Tony growled, “Then time’s of the essence, right, buddy? Stop wasting seconds. What happens if you don’t get inside in time?”
 
   Phen slapped his free hand on the ground again. “You can’t make it work.”
 
   “Pay attention, dweeb. I’m not a MystiK and I can sit here for hours. Won’t take the others long to figure out we’ve both escaped. They’ll be here soon.”  And Tony had to have information before that happened. 
 
   “Okay. I’ll tell. I’ll tell.” 
 
   Tony loosened his grip, but only a bit. 
 
   Phen continued, “Doesn’t matter anyhow since you can’t travel without an authorized scout. Once a transender is called up, you have to get inside in three minutes or it’ll leave without you.”
 
   Tony leaned down close. “Letting you go depends on how well you convince me that you’re tellin’ the truth. I’ll know the second you start lyin’. One lie and you’re stayin’ here with me. Understand?”
 
   “Yes. Just hurry. What do you want?”  
 
   Nothing like fear to loosen a tongue. Another Jersey lesson learned early and well. Tony started firing questions. “Saw you call it up with your hand on a screen. I’m guessin’ it works for more than one hand print.”
 
   Phen expelled a pained noise as if he’d made a grave error by allowing Tony to see him activate the holographic panel, but he kept answering as fast as he could spit the words out. “My palm print calls up the transender that brought me here. No one can call that one but me during a moon cycle.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Transenders can only travel to and from this Sphere while the red moon is in view overhead. Once the moon sets, the lunar surface energy diminishes to the point that it’s too dangerous to risk coming or going.” Phen continued without needing a nudge. “Human molecules have to be suspended while the unit transcends from one dimension to another. We still have a few flaws that haven’t been worked out yet.”
 
   Oh, man, why can’t I have an hour with this guy? Tony asked, “What happens if you miss this transender?”
 
   “You can’t do that to me,” Phen pleaded in a voice pitched high with hysteria. “Transenders are reprogrammed daily. I can’t call up another one once I’ve activated this one. And if the MystiKs find me again they’ll torture then kill me.” 
 
   “Then talk faster. What happens if a MystiK takes a transender without an escort?”  If Tony had something to offer Mathias that his group could use to escape here he might be willing to let him, Rayen and Gabby leave. 
 
   “Not possible,” Phen whined, stomping on Tony’s hope. “The palm screen is programmed not to work for a MystiK. Even if they could call a transender, they’d die of asphyxiation once the transender returned if they didn’t have the daily exit code entered as a secondary security.” 
 
   That’s no use. If he, Gabby and Rayen found a way to the transender that brought them, would a return trip suffocate all of them? But he doubted this guy’d know that answer. 
 
   Phen drew a quick breath. “I’ve got to go in the next thirty seconds. Have to take this one. Let me go...or be responsible for my death.”  
 
   Decision made. Tony had no reason to cause Phen’s death and he wouldn’t trust Zilya not to kill this guy.
 
   Getting up, he helped Phen off the ground for the second time today and told him. “You better hope I find a way home. If not, I’m goin’ to be your worst enemy if you come back and hurt any of those kids.”
 
   Of all the things Tony expected Phen to say, “Thanks,” had not been on the list. 
 
   A whirring noise started again. 
 
   Phen rushed to the transender and put his hands on the side. He swung his head around and yelled, “Same person has to palm the outside of the transender to open it.” 
 
   Freebie intel. Sweet. 
 
   Two of the tall panels covering the exterior slid apart. 
 
   Phen dove inside as the panels snapped shut and the pod started spinning...then poof, it vanished. 
 
   Dusting off as much of the red clay as possible, Tony strode back to the trees to find that flower. When he did, he couldn’t convince himself to stick his hand down into those pink petals. But the longer he studied the plant, the more he became convinced it was one heck of a reproduction. 
 
   Nothing moved. No breathing in and out like the killer flower had done. But now that he thought about it, there had been other big-ass pink flowers around. While hiking through the jungle, Rayen had told him about watching for the flower breathing. 
 
   This one acted dead as a corpse. 
 
   Good camouflage for a TecKnati transender call panel. 
 
   As much as hesitating put him at risk of being discovered, Tony couldn’t go back without knowing for sure that he could find this panel again. When he convinced himself to walk all the way up to the plant, and after he’d left his phone several yards away, he thought he’d beaten his nerves. But his fingers shook like old Mr. Belokov waiting for Sol’s bar to open. When Tony stuck his arm toward the pink petals they might as well have been shark jaws. 
 
   Sweat broke out on his forehead. He leaned over, looking inside the opening that was wide enough for two arms. But he couldn’t see all the way to the bottom of the dark hole. 
 
   Just do it. 
 
   But Phen and these crazy MystiKs were from another world even if Phen had called it Earth. 
 
   Time was of the essence. 
 
   Ah, hell. Tony took one for the team and jabbed his hand down into the hole. His fingers reached tentatively further...more...until he touched a round knob. Okay, good sign. Breathing hard, he pushed the knob. 
 
   Nothing happened.
 
   Curling his fingers around it, he tried twisting one way then the other. 
 
   That’s when the knob turned and he heard a loud click.
 
   A holographic screen came alive just out from his left shoulder and that killer female voice announced, “One hour, twenty minutes left to request transender return from Sphere.”
 
   So this place was a Sphere? More to figure out later. His ticket home was callin’.
 
   Looking around to assure no one was sneaking up on him, Tony lifted his hand to the screen. The same red line traced around his palm, blinking, then stayed solid red. 
 
   The female voice came on again. “Request denied.”
 
    Compatibility bitch!
 
   Tony knew, now, that this was not the same location where he, Rayen and Gabby had exited the transender. Would this work for Rayen if Tony could find a similar holographic screen near where the three of them had arrived in this place? Rayen’s hand had started the computer freaking out back at the lab. So maybe that’s what was needed here.
 
   He wouldn’t find out if he didn’t get back to the village and figure out a way to break out the other two in the next eighty minutes. Based on what Phen had said, if they didn’t find their original pod they might not be able to return at all. And they couldn’t get the transender activated unless they found the right panel.
 
    Damn.
 
    Blowing out a breath and cracking his knuckles, Tony looked skyward until he had a bead on the moon position that he’d noted on the way here. Using that, he started double-timing it back to the village. 
 
   Now all he had to do was find his way without getting lost. Not get killed or eaten by vines. Not become dinner for some weird-ass animal. Not get stopped or caught by some of the village gang. 
 
   If he managed all that, and survived, he still had to pass through the skin-peeling fog around the village.
 
   And he’d thought growin’ up in Jersey was rough. 
 
   Tony found a stick that had a velvet-like bark and started thrashing his way back. He kept checking the moon through the speckled leaves and could swear that orb had picked up speed on its downward slide to the horizon.
 
   Unless the moon was moving around, it should stay on his left all the way back. Simple astronomy. 
 
   Between keeping up with the moon’s movement and trying to find his way back, he started sensing he was lost. His cell phone was stuck on the time displayed when he’d entered this place. Who knew technology could backfire? His best guess was that he’d been walkin’ for about fifteen, maybe twenty minutes. That meant he had somewhere around an hour to find Rayen and Gabby, figure a way out of the village and call up the transender. 
 
   And what if I can’t find a freakin’ fake pink flower at our transender site? 
 
   Or if Rayen’s palm wouldn’t activate the holographic screen? 
 
   Or if Rayen hadn’t returned to the village and still wandered around this godforsaken jungle with that crazy warrior and his friends?
 
   If any of the boys from back home were in his shoes and had his computer skills, they’d just skip the village, find their way back to the right transender location and take their chances with the holographic panel to access the pod.
 
   But Tony didn’t throw his friends under the bus. No way.
 
   Rayen might be clueless about technology, but she was turning out to be tough and decent.  
 
   And Gabby had paid for helping him fight the flower vine by getting an infection he hoped hadn’t killed her. 
 
   Tony couldn’t name one person who’d do what either of those two had for him. 
 
   Bottom line, he was going nowhere without Xena and Psycho Babe. 
 
   A wisp of movement caught his eye. 
 
   He shifted right and hunkered down behind a bush with feathery leaves that smelled like Mrs. Wolsinski’s cabbage soup she cooked every Thursday. Easing up to watch, he listened for the crackle of feet snappin’ twigs and branches. 
 
   Of course, these people were like Rayen who could move through a jungle or forest like a shadow. 
 
   There it was. 
 
   One of the pint-size warriors about twelve years old popped into view at a distance. One of those kids with the freaky purple eyes marched calmly through the woods, not sneaking as though they were trying to catch someone.
 
   Tony could hide from them and try to make his way back, but even if he did find the village he still faced havin’ to get through the fog wall. 
 
   And he was runnin’ out of time. 
 
   So he stood up and moved into a clear area, waving his hands. “Hey, guys. Over here. Glad to see ya.” 
 
   Etoi popped into view between him and the kids. She took one look at him and came flying at him, drawing back her arm to throw her spear.
 
   “Whoa! Hold it!”  Tony dove to his side. He heard the whistle of the weapon as it just missed his head. He crashed into a sticky bush, kicking his legs to get free. 
 
   He heard the sound of someone running all out. Were all the girls in this place insane? He pushed to his feet, pulse ripping with adrenaline. Had to get away from Godzilla’s bride. 
 
   Wheeling around quickly, he spied her.
 
   She yanked her spear from the ground and hoisted it, spinning to face him from no more than ten feet away. Close enough for her to make him into a shish kebab.
 
   Tony raised his hands above his head. “Wait a minute, babe. I was comin’ in. Givin’ myself up.” 
 
   Out of nowhere, Mathias stepped in front of him.
 
   Tony had never been so glad to see someone. Not that he wanted the crazy witch to skewer anyone else, but he doubted she’d make the mistake of attacking her boss. 
 
   Mathias yelled, “Put down your spear.”
 
   Etoi lowered her weapon, but pointed a finger at Tony. “He released the prisoner. The scout will report to SEOH.”
 
   “We’ll deal with that if it happens. We don’t know that the scout isn’t still wandering around in the Sphere.”
 
   Tony mumbled, “Glad someone in charge isn’t hormonal.”
 
   Muscles bunched from exertion, Mathias turned on Tony, snarling, “Shut up. You’ve caused us enough trouble.”  With a flick of his hand, Mathias called up his boys. “Restrain him.”
 
   “Hey, I was wavin’ my hands, coming to you,” Tony complained. “That’s a sign of surrender.”  Granted he’d had no white flag, but still. “Where I come from we talk after someone gives up.”
 
   Sometimes. Other times they beat the crap out of you for being stupid enough to get caught, but he figured these guys wouldn’t know Jersey rules. 
 
   He hoped they didn’t know them. “I’ve been tryin’ to find my way back. You found me headin’ toward the village, not away. Doesn’t that count for somethin’?”
 
   Mathias vibrated with anger. “You’ve released the TecKnati scout we captured. Nothing will save you from judgment now.”  
 
   “No, no. You got that all wrong.”  Tony backed up, but two boys moved forward, spears jabbing at his neck. A third one stepped in front of him, wrapping Tony’s hands and arms to his body then winding those crazy red vines around his legs. He protested the whole time, “Listen to me. I didn’t break us out. The other guy did.”
 
   Someone slapped a wide, flat leaf over his mouth then wound a vine around that twice. No matter how hard he tried, all the sound he could make was a muted mumble. Then they tied him to a long pole that two of the taller kids hoisted over their shoulders and carried him back toward the village like a pig on the way to being roasted. 
 
   Now he couldn’t even yell the information to Rayen and Gabby so they could get to a transender on their own. 
 
   Mathias might not let them go either if he thought they had any part in Tony escaping. 
 
   We’re so screwed. 
 
    
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER 28
 
    
 
   Why is Rayen looking at me as if I’ve wronged her? 
 
   Callan kept his chin up, acting as if Rayen’s brooding silence didn’t bother him. She kept pace with his fast stride toward the Governing chamber. Anger burrowed deep in her gaze during the brief moments she flicked a look his way. 
 
   He had not put her in this position. 
 
   She was a prisoner. Even if V’ru cleared her from being TecKnati, Rayen was still in league with his enemy otherwise why had she helped the scout earlier and called Tony a friend?
 
   Callan refused to believe he’d seen hurt in her face when he’d ordered her to meet with V’ru. Never allow an enemy to get close. Something he should have been thinking about when he’d almost kissed her in the woods. 
 
   Did she wield some power over him? 
 
   No. Even he could not accuse her of that. He’d know if anyone used power against him. The only times he’d witnessed her tapping an energy force had been to kill croggles, twice, and to help save that little boy. 
 
   She confused him.
 
   Maybe that was her game, to confuse him and Mathias while her friend, Tony, the without-question TecKnati, had aided the scout in fleeing. 
 
   But that left Rayen and Gabby to fend for themselves, which would fit the selfish mentality of a TecKnati like Tony. So why would Rayen do anything to help him? Or continue to defend him?
 
   Was she thinking the same thing right now? That her so-called friend had abandoned her and the Hy’bridt? 
 
   Betrayal cut. Callan knew that first hand.
 
   Why should I care? He had a duty to his people and these three strangers were creating problems he didn’t have time to deal with today, not with the stupid celebration for Mathias’s turning eighteen before the moon set in less than an hour. He was no longer in a hurry to enforce a judgment against Rayen’s friend.
 
   A TecKnati, he reminded himself.   
 
   But Rayen would not look at him the way she had in the forest if he sent Tony to his death. Why did that matter? 
 
   Callan lifted his hand to his neck and rubbed the tight muscles, cursing himself for whatever had gotten under his skin. He never vacillated on decisions and couldn’t now. 
 
   Rayen broke into his jumbled thoughts when she leaned close to say, “Callan?” 
 
   Her rich voice rushed over his skin with the edgy feel of a vibration. A confused part of his brain was cheered over her finally speaking to him and in a non-angry tone. But he must remember he still dealt with an enemy.
 
   He intended to answer with a sharp, “Yes,” but the single word came out gentle.
 
   “Will they bring Tony back alive?”
 
   Of course. She only wanted to know about the TecKnati. “Maybe.” 
 
   “What kind of answer is that?” she demanded, her brisk tone irritating him.
 
   Maybe a little irritation was just what he needed to shut down any stupid reactions he had when she got near him. “That’s the best answer I can give. If he doesn’t harm one of our own, then Mathias will very likely bring him back alive. If not, Mathias knows his first duty is to protect MystiKs, especially the next generation.”
 
   “Tony won’t harm a child.”
 
   Callan stopped and faced her, his voice whipcord hard. “You told me you have no knowledge of anything before today when you opened your eyes in a strange desert, but you speak of this Tony as if you’ve known him your whole life. How can you make any claim as to his character or be so sure he’s not TecKnati? Especially after he left you and Gabby to face the result of his escape.”
 
   “I may not have known him long, but I know Tony would never harm a child and I don’t believe he’d leave us by choice. The scout might have taken him as a hostage.”
 
   He didn’t want to admire Rayen’s sense of loyalty to someone she claimed she hardly knew. In her position, he’d be furious with Tony. No TecKnati deserved this type of unquestioned support or the earlier sacrifice Rayen had made to step in, taking Tony’s place as the fourth person to check the transender lines. 
 
   And how had Tony thanked her?
 
   By disappearing without a word. 
 
   How could someone as selfless as Rayen appeared befriend a soulless TecKnati? 
 
   And why was Callan so furious on Rayen’s behalf? 
 
   Because her commitment to Tony and constant arguing on his behalf chipped away at Callan’s conviction that Tony was TecKnati. 
 
   Made him doubt himself. 
 
   That was the quickest way to wake the bear inside him and bring out the raging warrior, because warriors could not afford to doubt their decisions.
 
   Standing firm on his opinion, he crossed his arms and gave his answer in a voice meant to quell an enemy. “Believe what you will. But the question is, what will you do when your friend is brought back by Mathias, proving Tony did not return on his own?”
 
   Pain eased into Rayen’s gaze over the long moment she spent thinking before quietly admitting, “I don’t know.”  
 
   Callan should enjoy his moment of triumph, but the disappointment riding alongside Rayen’s doubt made him feel like he’d been cruel to a pupple. 
 
   Why did she cause him to question everything he did, every word he spoke...and stir up the urge to protect her from being harmed? 
 
   With her standing so close, he battled to keep his hands to himself. 
 
   Rayen might handle herself as a warrior, but she was feminine in a strong way he found attractive. And sexy. He couldn’t keep his eyes off the exposed skin below what was left of her shirt. That sliver of cloth barely covered shapely breasts. 
 
   His thoughts skidded to a halt. Wrong direction. Think enemy.
 
   Rayen’s gaze had wandered past Callan. 
 
   He turned to find out what held her interest.
 
   Three girls ranging from thirteen to fifteen created decorations for Mathias’s celebration. They were watching him and Rayen with guarded glances. He knew nothing about decorating for a party and felt sure Mathias had raced off to hunt Tony just to dump a “leader” duty on Callan. He told Rayen, “Stay here. I’ll be right back.”
 
   Striding over to the girls without a look back at Rayen, Callan searched for the right thing to say. “Are you almost done?”
 
   All three girls turned looks of panic on him. Guess that was not the right leader thing to say. 
 
   Rayen appeared at his side, ignoring his glare at blatantly disregarding his order for her to stay put. She smiled at the girls. “Those are beautiful.”
 
   As if someone had released the air in a taut balloon, the girls all let out a breath at the same time and became active again.
 
   Phoebe, the one in charge, lifted a pango orb made of the brightly-colored feathers from little pik-pik birds and answered, “Oh, thank you.”  She peeked up at Callan. “We have only to hang these along the vines and cover the floor with tullee petals.”  
 
   When his gaze landed on the pile of hōzuki lantern flowers with their orange coloring and transparent skins, he followed Rayen’s example and smiled. “Those are pretty.”
 
   All three girls turned adoring eyes up at him as if some mythical god had spoken to them. 
 
   Rayen angled her head at him in a way that made him want to say, “What?”  The universal word every male spouted when faced with silent female accusation.  
 
   Rayen asked the girls, “What do you call those?”
 
   Swapping shy looks between them, Pheobe once again played spokesperson. “Our version of a Physalis alkekengi wreath, which is meant for many years of happiness and health. The real ones are made of blown glass...at home.”  
 
   No one could have missed the misery in Pheobe’s mention of home. 
 
   Once again, Callan had no idea what to say that would lessen the hurt in Pheobe’s voice. Mathias could always find the right words at a time like this, but he was not here. And he shouldn’t have stuck me with this. 
 
   Wait until the next training. Mathias would pay for putting Callan in this position. 
 
   Rayen scrunched her eyebrows together in thought, glanced from Callan’s face to the girls, trying to figure out something. When she spoke to the three girls, her voice carried a sincerity that reached out and touched anyone close. “But these decorations are more delicate than anyone could craft from glass. When you go home, you may become famous for creating these and be sought after to teach others this art.”
 
   “Art? You really think so?” Phoebe asked, glancing up through silver bangs at Rayen. 
 
   “Of course. Change is good.”  Callan caught on quickly and added, “Every generation should leave its own mark.”  
 
   All three girls’ faces lit with enthusiasm, then Rayen said, “Artists capture moments in history for others to enjoy over a lifetime.” 
 
   The girls started chattering amongst themselves about different ways to customize the Physalis alkekengi. Phoebe paused and looked up with brighter eyes at Rayen first then Callan. “Thank you.”
 
   The other two chimed in their appreciation right behind her then went back to discussing their new possibilities. Callan experienced something he hadn’t felt in a long while. Making someone happy warmed his heart. A moment ago those three had only been doing their duty, but now they had a calling as artists, even though none of them came from the Creativity House. 
 
   What would Rayen do next? 
 
   He had to get to the bottom of just who she was before this got any more complicated. He stepped away, ordering her, “Follow me and do not stray.”
 
   “I wasn’t the one who took this detour,” she reminded him.
 
   He clamped his jaws shut, unwilling to say another word that would give her an opening to cloud his judgment further. 
 
   A wise plan that would have worked if Rayen had complied by not asking, “What’re you celebrating?”
 
   Ignoring her might send the message that she made him uncomfortable. A warrior never appeared weak or unsure. “Mathias will reach the age of maturity prior to moonset. In my world, reaching one’s eighteenth BIRG Day marks the end of childhood.” 
 
   “What is a BIRG Day?”“It’s the annual celebration of one’s birth. We have a BIRG Day each year and a BIRG Con once every five years where those who have reached eighteen since the last BIRG Con are honored before representatives from all the Houses.” 
 
   “So the BIRG Con is a big deal?”
 
   He shrugged. “One may have a BIRG Day every year, but a BIRG Con only once in a lifetime.”
 
   “Must be hard for you and Mathias to keep everyone’s spirits up with no idea when you’re going home.”
 
   Her unexpected compassion chipped at his hard shell and struck close to his heart. She saw past the decorations and celebrating to the plight of the MystiKs in the Sphere. She’d understood more than he’d given her credit for. She’d understood the need to care about tomorrow as much as today. 
 
   Mathias would tell Callan to welcome any opportunity to improve the morale of the village, even if the encouragement came from a stranger. 
 
   He had taught Callan that part of his duty while in the Sphere was to smile in the face of disaster and on his worst days. Just like a warrior, leaders did not show weakness.
 
   For that reason, Callan would smile during the celebration of Mathias’s BIRG Day in spite of it being a huge nuisance and waste of time. In truth, Callan didn’t really mind because Mathias deserved a special celebration after having spent the last year in here instead of a final adolescent year of carefree time most in his position enjoyed.
 
   This would not be the extravagant production Mathias would receive at home, or at this year’s BIRG Con, the symbolic–and often too realistic–end of childhood. As a Gild Level, Mathias would be first in line to the next Governing House leader. Mathias deserved to lead the Governing House and Callan would do everything in his power to make sure his friend got that chance. 
 
   Mathias was built of integrity, but he also understood when he had to be sly, like turning TecKnati lies into a morale booster by leaving tonight. Knowing Mathias, he would not lounge around and use the time to rest. He’d show up tomorrow evening with something for dinner. And truth be told, he would probably enjoy a night alone without sixty kids looking to him for guidance. 
 
   But Callan couldn’t watch his friend’s back if Mathias was outside the village and Callan was stuck inside here babysitting. TeK Scouts had told all the MystiKs they would only be here until they were eighteen. Only someone who drank shroom juice would believe that, but Mathias had been adamant about using that story to keep hope alive in the hearts of the children. Callan and Mathias had created a plan to make it appear as though Mathias did leave this evening. 
 
   A plan that Etoi or Zilya could not know about since Etoi had no leash on her tongue and Callan didn’t trust Zilya.
 
   A night of solitude might be the best gift of all for Mathias. 
 
   Callan entered the common area where a thirteen-year-old boy supervised the food being prepared for the feast. He used the word “feast” loosely. They’d been anticipating preparing fresh roasted croggle meat for this evening’s celebration, but now they were reduced to tullee pods and dried banban seeds.
 
   Rayen’s gaze swept over everyone, her face closed off as she kept her thoughts to herself while matching Callan step for step. 
 
   Crossing the open area to reach the Governing chamber, Callan returned polite smiles to all the excited faces turning toward him...all but one. 
 
   Neelah rarely had a smile for anyone these days, every glare blaming the Warrior House and Governing House for pulling her away from her betrothed. Callan might feel some sympathy for the girl if she’d direct her anger at the TecKnati, not other MystiKs who suffered alongside her. Neelah was not the first, nor probably the last to leave a betrothed behind. 
 
   Entering the Governing Chamber, Callan crossed the room to one of the carved chairs and sat down, weary from using so much energy to heal. 
 
   He waited to see if Rayen would take the other one, but she’d paused just inside the door, thumbs hooked in the top of her blue pants. 
 
   Did she have to draw his attention to her narrow waist like that? “Have a seat.”
 
   “I’ll stand.”
 
   So be it. Best way to put himself back on firm footing with her was by not treating her as a guest. That might also help toss a wet rag on this strange awareness of her that kept his thoughts in turmoil. 
 
   Rayen took one look around and moved further inside the doorway then crossed her arms. “Where’s V’ru and what makes him so special?” 
 
   Callan wanted to slap himself. He’d forgotten to tell V’ru to meet him. Holding up his hand in a sign for Rayen to wait, he sent a brief telepathic call to V’ru, asking him to join Callan to interrogate a prisoner. 
 
   Finally, he answered, “He’s a G’ortian, a rare descendant of the Records House. He’s on the way.” 
 
   “Did you just call him telepathically?”
 
   “Yes.” 
 
   Even motionless, Rayen emitted a silent power. “What’s a G’ortian?”
 
   “Someone of unusual gifts and powers that develop very young.”  That’s how he saw V’ru, but not himself. When he looked in the mirror he saw a waste of power that should have gone to someone else, someone like his twin brother who would have used it to lead. G’ortian abilities were too unknown, too unpredictable to be used by a warrior. 
 
   Rayen asked, “Are you going to give Tony a real chance to tell his side of what happened today?”
 
   That again? “What is it you think he can explain about escaping that’s not obvious? At least, to everyone else but you.”
 
   “I told you. Maybe he had no choice and was taken as a hostage.”  Her words were given in an even tone, but there was nothing easygoing about the snap of her dark eyes. 
 
   “If your friend was taken hostage then the decision will be simple.”
 
   Rayen’s body relaxed, the combative edge leaving her gaze and tone. “Good. I was worried you’d just find him guilty no matter what.”
 
   He hated to destroy Rayen’s moment of relief, but she had misunderstood him. “If your friend was taken hostage, Mathias won’t have to make any decision, because the TecKnati do not take hostages. If the scout does not recognize your friend, he will assume Tony is a TecKnati traitor who has gained unauthorized access to the Sphere and kill him.”
 
   Rayen looked away, her face schooled to reveal nothing when she turned to him again. “Having Tony end up dead would suit you just fine, wouldn’t it?”
 
   She made him sound heartless. He hadn’t ordered her friend’s death. Yet. What would she do in his place? “I only told you the truth.”
 
   “Then here’s the truth, too. I hope Tony did manage to escape on his own, because I don’t want him to die. He’s not a traitor or anything else, and hasn’t harmed any of you.” 
 
   “He is a–”
 
   “TecKnati. I get it. You hate TecKnati and you think Tony is one therefore you’re justified in hating him.”
 
   When she put it that way, the correlation sounded completely irrational, but he’d already figured out that she had a way with words. A skill he had never developed. 
 
   With no better argument, he waved a hand at her. “I don’t play word games.”
 
   She moved so quickly he couldn’t get up before she towered over him, an avenging angel with her hands gripping each corner of the chair back at his shoulders, locking him into place. Yes, he could shove her across the room. She’d sworn to not use her powers against him, but he was bigger, and physically, he was stronger, and he had kinetic powers she didn’t know about yet, though that gift was still evolving. The bottom line was that he didn’t want to harm her. 
 
   On the other hand, maybe she’d like a little sparring match. Talking to her might be easier if he let her work off some of that bottled-up fury. 
 
   She leaned her head down. “Word games? I’m not playing games with someone’s life. You can’t just declare someone an enemy without reason. As a leader, you’re expected to be fair and consider all possibilities.”  
 
   What had been fair about killing MystiK children? 
 
   “Mathias is the leader. I’m his sword arm.”  He angled his head back, trying not to be distracted by the sizzle of her emotions roiling through the air. “Regardless, do not think to tell me my duty. Every person here is my responsibility. And every one here has been harmed by TecKnatis. Do not dare to tell me how to handle the travesties committed by our enemy. Crimes they must be punished for.”
 
   “I’d understand your punishing a crime committed here, but you blame Tony for crimes he hasn’t committed. That’s wrong!”
 
   He lifted a hand to cup her face and stopped himself, folding all his fingers until only his index finger stood. “Here’s what’s wrong–TecKnati using their advanced technology to commit heinous crimes with no chance of being caught.”
 
   “So anyone you merely suspect of being TecKnati is held accountable?”  Rayen’s low voice bubbled with fierce determination. “How’s that right? Or fair?”
 
   “You want to talk fair? They murdered Jornn, my twin brother and sent his body home for my mother to see his bowels hanging out and a triangle hole where his heart had once been.”  Callan grabbed the sides of his chair in death grips and pushed up into her face. “They tortured him, brutalizing every inch of his body except his face. TecKnati wanted that to be my mother’s last vision of her oldest son.” 
 
   Rayen stared open mouth then dropped her head, her shoulders easing, her voice lowered. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean . . .”
 
   He hadn’t meant to talk about Jornn. He’d kept that pain locked behind a strong wall, hidden from the world. Grief welled up in his throat until he couldn’t breathe. 
 
   His amazing, gifted brother, the one expected to take over the Warrior House. The one who possessed all the attributes of a leader his people would follow. 
 
   Not me. But Callan would do whatever it took to protect these children and find a way home. Too many had died. No more. 
 
   “Callan.” 
 
   When he shook off the suffocating grief, he found Rayen squatting in front of him.
 
   For the past year, he’d worked himself twice as hard as any other warrior he trained for the simple reason that it kept him from thinking. And feeling.
 
   This strange girl had done this to him. Made him feel.
 
   He lifted a calloused thumb to stroke the soft skin on her cheek. 
 
   The sound of her voice soothed the beast that wanted out to rampage and kill his enemies. She whispered, “I understand your pain. I’d probably feel the same way if I lost a brother or sister that way.”  She lifted her hand and touched his arm. “I’m not judging you. I only wanted you to think twice before condemning an innocent person.”
 
   Callan lifted his other hand to her face, holding it there in indecision. He wanted to touch his lips to hers, to feel the warmth radiating from her. 
 
   “Are you at a disadvantage, Callan?” a young voice called from the doorway.  
 
   Rayen stood quickly and backed away.
 
   Callan took a breath, shaking off the strange feeling that had come over him and called out, “No, I’m ready to meet.”  He stood, angling his head toward the door and said, “This is V’ru of the Records House. He’ll tell me who you are.”
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER 29
 
    
 
   Staring at wonder boy V’ru, I wanted to ask Callan if he was the one playing games now. Was he serious about taking advice from some boy whose head didn’t reach my shoulder and who wasn’t even in his teens yet?
 
   V’ru was gangly stick arms and legs, huge brown eyes and a toothy smile that fell away the minute he stared up at me. He wore a cloth wound around him that brought the word “toga” to mind, but he was so skinny the loose clothing looked as though someone had wrapped a stick with a napkin. His thick black hair fell mop-like into his face as one small hand kept shoving it out of his eyes.
 
   This was the all-knowing wise one? 
 
   “V’ru, this person is known as Rayen,” Callan said, by way of finishing introductions. 
 
   “How old is he?” I muttered, seeing my fate in the hands of a kid who would topple over if I blew on him. Not just my fate, but Tony’s, too, if Mathias showed up with the Jersey Jerk captured. 
 
   “He is eleven years of age and prefers to be spoken to directly rather than treated as though he does not hear you,” V’ru said, as though admonishing a small child. 
 
   I lifted my hands and struggled to keep a straight face. “No insult meant.”
 
   V’ru merely dipped his head slightly, accepting the apology, which caused his hair to slip into his eyes again, then stepped forward to ask Callan, “How may I assist you?”
 
       “We found Rayen and two other unknowns at a new transender location today. We have determined the other female in the trio to be Hy’bridt.”   
 
   That garnered a slight slant of V’ru’s eyebrows in surprise before Callan continued. “We suspect the male with them to be TecKnati.” Callan glanced at me as if to say, see, I can be fair, too. 
 
   Even though I now better understood his rabid hatred of his enemies, I still couldn’t allow anyone to take the life of someone who had not personally caused harm, or judge him based on what others had done. I was betting my life that Tony was not TecKnati. Sure, the Jersey Jerk could be a pain, but that didn’t warrant a death sentence.
 
   I considered it a move in the right direction that Callan had used the word “suspect,” but that may only have been to prevent me from protesting further.
 
   V’ru held himself very straight, his fragile hands now clasped behind his back. He spoke as if he stood before elders six times his age. “And what do you know of this one?”
 
   This one? I lifted a hand. “Stop right there. I’m not this one. If you don’t want me to refer to you as if you aren’t here then call me by my name. Rayen.”
 
   V’ru’s eyes rounded even more at the order. “I see what you have had to suffer, Callan.”
 
   What did that mean? 
 
   Callan gave V’ru a friendly look unlike anything I’d seen cross his face since meeting me. He clearly had a fondness for this kid. “It’s not so bad, V’ru, but I need your answers to help Mathias make a decision on what to do with the three of them.”
 
   How could anyone make life and death decisions based on a conversation with an eleven-year-old boy? 
 
   V’ru made a quarter turn with his body as if he were on a spindle and asked me, “State your family history.”
 
   Spearing Callan with an impatient glance, I summarized what I knew quickly. “I don’t know my family history. I woke up this morning in the middle of the desert near the Sandia Mountains with a beast chasing me and with no idea who I am or where I’m from. Some people picked me up in a transport unit with wheels and took me to a school.”   
 
   “Wheels?”
 
   I nodded, noting that I wasn’t the only one who thought that odd.
 
   “Intriguing. How do you know your name is Rayen if you do not know who you are?”
 
   This kid would ask that. “I...uhm, let’s just say I do have some innate knowledge, like the fact that I’m seventeen.”  No point in mentioning the ghost or that I’m allergic to peanuts. 
 
   Time stretched from one long second to the next as V’ru appeared to study on something before asking another question. “Why did you come here?”
 
   “To this Sphere?”
 
   “Yes.” The word might have been short, but V’ru loaded it with serious of-course attitude.
 
   “I didn’t have a choice. I was in an equipment room at the school with Tony and Gabby, looking for a computer when I turned one on and got sucked into it.”
 
   “Computer?”  V’ru looked from me to Callan. “That is...not possible.”
 
   Callan interjected, “I thought the same thing, but I believe she is telling the truth.” He paused, then added, “About the computer.”
 
   Meaning I might be lying about everything else? I let that go and spoke to V’ru again. “Anyhow, Tony and Gabby grabbed my arm to keep me from disappearing, but they got pulled in, too. Next thing we know we’re in the thing you call a transender, then spit out here where we end up fighting for our lives and saving little kids.”  
 
   I sent that last comment in Callan’s direction to remind him that two children were alive right now because of what I had done as well as the efforts of Gabby and Tony.  
 
   His eyes wouldn’t meet mine, but I could tell I’d hit the mark by the way his fingers curled into fists and uncurled. 
 
   V’ru cocked his head at me. “What year were you born?”
 
   “I don’t know, but I’m guessing if I’m seventeen that I was born about 1996.”
 
   That answer turned V’ru into a statue, staring at me as if I weren’t human. When the kid did speak it was with a hushed awe. “No one has ever perfected forward travel through time. Not even the TecKnati.”
 
   Callan nodded, “Exactly, so how can this be?”
 
   “Either she lies–”
 
   I snapped, “It’s not a lie.”
 
   “–or the TecKnati have developed technology I cannot access.”  V’ru sounded as though that was beyond improbable. He looked right at me when he said, “Give me your blood.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I said–”
 
   I waved him off with my hand. “I know what you said, but I’ve given up enough blood today.”
 
   “Why do you fear me?” V’ru appeared completely baffled.
 
   Fear a skinny eleven-year-old? Insulting. “I’m not afraid of you.”  
 
   “Then hold out your hand.”  
 
   Callan explained, “V’ru needs a sample of your blood to process.”
 
   I could accept that, though I didn’t like getting jabbed with another needle. The Institute had already taken blood samples and fingerprints. With V’ru stuck in this Sphere, I doubted the kid would get results back faster than the school. 
 
   Still, to show good faith, I extended my hand with the palm up. V’ru nodded at Callan who produced a short blade from where it had hung from a loop on the belt slung around his waist. I breathed a sigh of relief that he hadn’t cut my throat when I’d stood over him earlier. Now he just pricked my finger then backed away as I offered the bubble of blood to V’ru. 
 
   What exactly would this kid do with the blood?
 
   Reaching out with two narrow fingers, V’ru carefully lifted a smudge of blood between his thumb and forefinger. He swirled the drop for a minute between his fingers then took a deep breath and closed his eyes. 
 
   I watched Callan for his reaction, but he seemed content to wait on whatever V’ru was doing. 
 
   When V’ru opened his eyes again, he reached into a pocket on his toga outfit and produced a small cloth to wipe his fingers clean. With his arms shoulder-width apart, he lifted his hands, palms facing out. 
 
   A bright, translucent image in the shape of a rectangle came to life, similar to the computer screens that I’d seen in Mr. Suarez’s classroom. But this one had no structure holding the image floating in the air. 
 
   I pointed. “That’s–”
 
   Callan answered, “–a holographic monitor. Shhh. We have to be quiet while V’ru uses his gift to analyze.”
 
   V’ru moved his hands back and forth in front of the monitor, tapping in places and pausing images that streamed past faster than I could process. When the kid slowed down, the screen image coalesced into one of a stark, light-filled landscape and a cliff-dwelling abode that brought up the word “home” in my mind. More memories surfacing? 
 
   Could this kid actually tell me who I was? My heart started beating faster. I sucked in a sharp breath, excited. Home!
 
   V’ru pushed the screen to his left as if it slid on a track and I felt as though something vital to me disappeared.
 
   I spoke first, aware of half-formed thoughts pushing at me. “I’ve seen a projection like that before. That’s driven by a Cyberprocessor, isn’t it?”
 
   “Some are,” V’ru allowed, considering me with a curious expression. “MystiKs do not utilize Cyberprocessors, but you are not MystiK.” 
 
   I’d survived deadly beasts, a trip through a computer and spear tips to face this judgment-by-child without trial? I don’t think so. “I’m getting tired of saying this, but I am not TecKnati.”
 
   “I believe you.”  
 
   Callan said, “What?” as I said, “Really?” 
 
   Addressing Callan first, V’ru explained, “I must have more time for a complete analysis, but this one–Rayen–has no residue of the K-enzyme, the metallic ink in her system. This ink is what all TecKnatis use to mark their human population.” 
 
   I gave Callan a victorious smirk. “See?”
 
   “However,” V’ru continued. “As I said, I need more time to study on this. Your physiology is not of the ancient times that you claim.”
 
   Callan returned the smirk, but added a dose of suspicion. “So you did lie about coming from the year 2013.”
 
   “No, I didn’t, but if your boy recorder here is so smart what year am I from?” 
 
   Callan and I turned to V’ru who said, “If you know what a Cyberprocessor is then you cannot be from the year 2013 as it was not created until the year 2129, month July, the day 17, time–”
 
   I cut in, “Okay, I get your point and I don’t know how I know about Cyberprocessors, only that I do. Just like I know I traveled here from 2013.”
 
   No judgment showed in V’ru’s expression, in fact nothing crossed that blank little face. He said, “What else can you tell me about when you woke up in the desert?”
 
   “Nothing except that I did recognize the mountains I saw in the desert, but then they took me to the city called Albuquerque.”  
 
   With a touch of his finger, V’ru slid the floating monitor back in front of his face again, tapping several times before the image returned to the scene with the strange house. “As one of the ten MystiK cities, Albuquerque did exist–”
 
   Callan’s eyes rounded. “Really? I’ve never heard of that.”
 
   V’ru paused with a look of strained patience on his face. “That is because you are not a historian. Albuquerque is the city you know as ALB/City 7.”
 
   “Oh.”
 
   “As I was saying, Albuquerque existed in a territory once known as the state of New Mexico during the year 2013, established in 1706 by–” 
 
   “That’s all we need on Albuquerque, V’ru,” Callan said with heavy politeness to smooth over his interruption. 
 
   Good thing to know I wasn’t the only one anxiously waiting for some concrete information.
 
   “I don’t know about it being MystiK or not,” I said, wondering if that would work in our favor or against us. “But since Gabby and Tony are familiar with that area, yet aren’t familiar with MystiKs, I’m not sure we’re talking about the same place.”
 
   V’ru opened his thin lips to speak, but Etoi raced into the room, announcing, “We caught the TecKnati.”
 
   I turned to face her. “Tony?”
 
   Etoi ignored me, only speaking to Callan. “The one who released the scout. Mathias sends for you.”
 
   “I’ll speak to Mathias about the recaptured prisoner, but we are almost at the time for celebrating his BIRG Day. Go oversee the final preparations.”
 
   “I should help with guarding the TecKnati.”  Etoi was clearly annoyed at Callan sending her to do a mundane job of preparing a celebration, even one for Mathias. Or maybe especially because it was for him.
 
   V’ru seemed perplexed. “Should we not postpone the BIRG Day so there is no rush, Callan?”
 
   “No. It’s important to hold true to our customs, even here. Mathias and I both believe we must not become lax with rituals that are significant to our Houses.”
 
   “Do you believe what the scouts told us about leaving here at eighteen?” V’ru asked with the first emotion I’d heard in his voice. The boy yearned for home as did all the other children. On top of that, he clearly feared being left. 
 
   This new information confused me. “So you get to leave at eighteen?”
 
   Callan only said, “That’s what the TecKnati scouts told us when we were dropped here.”  
 
   I’d think that good news, if not for the way his gaze had shifted away when he’d explained that. I didn’t know that he lied, exactly, but he hid something. 
 
   But why would the TecKnati release one of their MystiK captives? Surely they realized Mathias would go straight to his people and bring the wrath of the MystiKs down on the TecKnatis.
 
   Anyone would declare war to regain their stolen children.
 
   If I’d thought it was hard to understand the world I’d fallen into earlier in the day, that was nothing compared to this world in this Sphere.
 
   Callan’s smile expanded, but with a forced effort. “Of course, I believe we’ll leave here at eighteen. My guess is that the TecKnati will use each leader they return as a pawn in negotiating with our Houses. This is clearly about the HERMES space launches that our leaders interrupted. The sooner our Houses know where we are, the quicker they will find a way to return us home.”
 
   “That will be soon?” V’ru asked, sounding more like a boy of his age and less like a stuffy know-it-all. 
 
   “Yes.” Callan nodded with conviction. “Once our Houses and the TecKnati come to an agreement this will all be over. I want you to continue analyzing the information on Rayen while I speak with Mathias.” Callan turned to Etoi. “Go now and check on the preparations.”
 
   I watched those two march out with their orders, fairly sure that I was the only one who realized Callan had not told V’ru and Etoi the whole truth. I didn’t know how I knew, but I did.
 
   Why? 
 
   I had to reevaluate Callan and didn’t like what I suspected. 
 
   Anyone who’d mislead these kids and raised their hopes only to have those hopes crushed when Mathias didn’t leave was capable of ordering the death of a stranger just because he had a scorpion tattoo and an attitude.
 
   Callan couldn’t see beyond his grief over his brother to pass up a chance for vengeance.  
 
   When Callan bent his head, ordering me to follow, then stepped out of the chamber, I rushed to catch up. 
 
   If he was willing to kill Tony, he’d better be prepared to kill me as well. 
 
   And that meant I had to be prepared to do whatever it took to stop him. 
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER 30
 
    
 
   Hanging vertically from the pole that was more rigid than it first looked, Tony struggled against the vines, but nothing gave. He sucked air through the slim opening allowed by the leaf covering his mouth. Smelled like one of those cinnamon candies cheap restaurants had on their counters. 
 
   He wasn’t sucking any mints ever again. 
 
   When the kiddie army stopped, someone cut the vines wrapping him and he hit the ground as hard as bag of cement. That hurt. 
 
   Mathias stepped into view, found a handhold between the red vines still wrapping Tony like a neon-red mummy and hoisted him to his feet. 
 
   For a second, he thought he was in a different village. This place looked like Party Central with hanging strings of multi-colored flowers, twined vines and a whole bunch of globe plants that reminded Tony of Mr. Tan’s Japanese lantern flowers. 
 
   Did this bunch celebrate executions? 
 
   Gabby walked into view. She shadowed the healer, Jaxxson, who was no longer looking at her as if she topped his list of inconvenient chores. What had happened for him to be giving her the eye, the guy look that said he was interested and waiting to pick the best time to make his move? 
 
   Gabby would shut him down in a heartbeat. If Rayen didn’t get to him first. 
 
   But at least Gabby looked healthy again. When her gaze danced over the crowd and landed on Tony, she broke into a run.
 
   Never thought he’d be so happy to see Psycho Babe. 
 
   Mathias put his arm up to stop her from getting close. 
 
    Instead, she leaned her head past Mathias. “You okay, Tony?”
 
   Do I look okay, babe? He shook his head, trying to talk, but the only sounds that came out were garbled noises. 
 
   “Uncover his mouth,” Gabby demanded of Mathias. 
 
   You tell him Gab!
 
   “No.”
 
   Well, at least she tried.
 
   When Gabby’s attention shifted past Mathias, Tony followed her line of sight and, halle-freakin-lujah, Rayen stepped out of that feather structure with Callan, Etoi and some skinny punk kid. Rayen would find a way to get this leaf off Tony’s mouth so he could tell Rayen and Gabby he’d found their way home. 
 
   But that red moon had dropped pretty low by the time this bunch of munchkins had carried Tony through the fog wall around the village. By his estimate, they had something like forty-five minutes left to call up the transender. 
 
   Maybe less. Cuttin’ it short here, people.
 
   Etoi peeled off from Callan, heading over to where Zilya spoke to Neelah and some other girls who were busy hanging a bunch of feather balls from vines looped between tree limbs overhanging the area. Like the old ladies in Camden draped green, red and white bunting to celebrate St. Anthony’s day. ’Cept these colors were weirder–purple, oranges and some crazy green blue. Etoi did spare the time to send Tony one more death glare on her way. 
 
   “Where did you find him?” Callan asked Mathias when he reached Tony.
 
   Mathias pointed toward the forest area. “On that side of the village. We flushed him from where he hid. Alone. There’s no sign of the TecKnati, but I doubt the scout’s still here.”
 
   Callan nodded. “Take this one to the isolation unit.”
 
   Tony started shaking his head and grunting noises in Rayen’s direction.
 
   Rayen stepped forward. “I want to talk to him.”
 
   Callan turned on her. “He has proven himself TecKnati.”
 
   “Just give me a moment. Please.” 
 
   He worked his jaw back and forth then rolled his eyes and said, “And you’ll believe what he says?”
 
   Rayen’s gaze shifted to Callan. She stared hard into the badass dude’s eyes before saying, “Sometimes you just have to look a man in the eye and take his measure to decide if he’s telling the truth.”
 
   Was that some kind of jungle alpha talk?
 
   Callan didn’t speak for or against Tony, but he shifted his gaze to Mathias who granted Callan’s silent request by giving a jerky nod of his head. “Do it quickly.”
 
   Rayen turned to Tony. “Were you leaving me and Gabby?”
 
   Tony shook his head, hoping Rayen would believe him, but why should she, just based on Mathias bringing Tony back strung up as if he’d abandoned his friends? 
 
   Rayen studied on it a moment then asked Callan, “Will you loan me your blade?”
 
   No, Rayen. I swear I wasn’t leaving! But Tony had no way to shout beyond making panicky sounds. 
 
   Accepting the knife, Rayen reached for Tony’s hand that was pegged against his thigh by the vines. But instead of a slice, Tony felt a prick at the end of his finger. What the heck? 
 
   Rayen lifted the blade point with a drop of blood perched on it. She turned to the little guy who had followed Callan here, but Rayen spoke to Callan. “If you’re so certain Tony is TecKnati, then ask V’ru to test this blood for the K-whatever ink.”
 
   What? Tony watched as Callan gave V’ru a hand sign to call him forward. The kid touched the blood and rolled it between his fingers. 
 
   Just great. Now my life depends on some kid in middle school playing chemist with my blood? 
 
   After cleaning his fingers, this V’ru character lifted his palms and a holographic screen appeared, Tony forgot about blood, MystiKs and TecKnatis. How had junior pulled up that wicked screen from nothing but thin air? So frickin’ awesome.
 
   Lowering his hands after a moment, the kid announced, “There are no trace elements of the K-enzyme metallic ink in his blood.”
 
   What did that mean? Was it good news? Or bad? 
 
   Rayen lifted her fist and gave it short pump. “All right.”  She swung around to Callan. “There’s your proof.”
 
   So good. Unless  . . .
 
   “However,” the pipsqueak kid added. “I must complete a full analysis for a final determination.”
 
   “Now wait a minute,” Rayen groused. “You have your proof.”
 
   Callan shook his head. “That’s one marker, a simple one. We’ll give V’ru time to be thorough.”  That forced smile popped up on his face again. “Send the prisoner to the unit. It’s time to start the celebration.”
 
   Rayen took one look at Tony and suggested to Callan, “Why do that when he escaped from there once? Wouldn’t you prefer to keep him within sight until you make a final decision? Besides, don’t you want everyone here for your party?”
 
   Mathias considered this. “The prisoner can’t break the bindings.”  When he seemed ready to agree to anything to get this celebration moving, Mathias snapped fingers at two of his hunters and pointed. “Seat him there.”
 
   Gabby followed Tony and sat down next to him. She leaned close, whispering, “Rayen and I believe you. We’ll figure a way to get you out of here.”
 
   He owed Psycho Babe a hug … and to stop calling her Psycho Babe. He nodded and made a grumbling noise.
 
   Gabby whispered, “I don’t know what you’re saying, but I have a way to find out...if you’re game?”
 
   He nodded. At this point, he’d play Ouija Board with his nose if she could figure out what he needed to tell her and Rayen. 
 
   “It means having to speak to you mind-to-mind,” she explained.
 
   Just when he was ready to kick her nickname to the curb, she says something like that. He rolled his eyes, glad he couldn’t speak right now because he was sure she wouldn’t want to hear what he thought of her crazy solution.
 
   Mathias stepped up and told Gabby, “Move away from the prisoner. 
 
   Instead of blindly jumping, she held up her hands. “I don’t have a knife.”
 
   “Now.”
 
   She stood, but growled her discontent, making sure anyone close by knew she thought Mathias was a tyrant. 
 
   Now Tony wished she could’ve at least tried the Vulcan mind meld or whatever she was talkin’ about. 
 
   The celebration turned out to be what looked like a birthday party. Tony couldn’t believe while the time for callin’ up a transender ticked off the red moon clock, this bunch was servin’ some kind of fruit cocktail like it was a birthday cake and each one comin’ by to hug Mathias and saying goodbye. 
 
   Was this a farewell party?
 
   Where’d they think Mathias was going?
 
   Some kids beat gourds and blew through reeds, while others twirled and danced with orange and yellow vine streamers. The littlest ones clapped their hands and threw flower petals into the air like confetti, then they’d stare at them for a second and the petals would remain suspended. Several others were concentrating, and around them spun vine streamers and whole flowers as if they were mind activated. Everything seemed frenzied though, as if they were forcing happiness.
 
   Finally the main whoop de doo ended, with Zilya saying a few words, holding a politician’s smile in place. Her eyes held a boat load of denial, not believing something about this party.
 
   Mathias took time with each of the kids, praising them for the decorations and laughing at their antics. 
 
   When Gabby had left Tony’s side, she’d passed by the healer who frowned when she bypassed a seat next to him. 
 
   She’d planted herself shoulder-to-shoulder with Rayen.
 
   She and Rayen had both kept visual tabs on Tony throughout the party. 
 
   Like I can go anywhere being wrapped up this way? 
 
   Rayen whispered something to Gabby who nodded, then winked at Tony as if she sent a message. 
 
   If I get out of this, I’m going to teach Xena and Psycho Babe some useful hand signals. 
 
   Mathias finally stood and everyone applauded. He lifted his hands for silence. “Thank you for a BIRG Day celebration that exceeded my greatest expectation.”
 
   You got some low expectations there, buddy.
 
   Mathias continued, “I must go now, but if I’m given a choice know that I will return. However, until that happens you must stay united and follow Callan’s leadership.”
 
   Zilya spoke up at that. “I am the next highest in rank from the Governing House.”
 
   “That is true,” Mathias agreed. “But I am designating Callan who is better prepared to lead our group in this Sphere. As you well know, I hold the power to make that decision at any time our people are under threat such as we are here.”  
 
   “As you wish.”  Zilya shrugged as if she couldn’t be bothered. The minute Mathias turned from her, Zilya whispered something to Etoi who chuckled, as if they both thought this whole production was funny. Maybe they didn’t expect Mathias to leave at all. That would be a mean trick to play on these little kids. Tony wished he could hear what Zilya and Etoi were whispering, but Mathias kept talking.
 
   “Protect and watch over each other. Never give up hope of leaving. We will win this war. Our families will find us. This I believe with all my being.” 
 
   Mathias gave a pointed look at Callan who came to his feet and offered, “I will join you on the walk.”
 
   What walk? And would that be the time to make a run for the transender?  But how could they when he couldn’t even talk to Gabby or Rayen?
 
   Giving Callan a quick head dip, Mathias added, “I ask Rayen to join us as well.”
 
   Nooooooo. This was a bad time for Rayen to leave. We probably got less than twenty minutes now.
 
   Mathias’s statement also startled Zilya and Etoi whose confused gazes darted from Mathias to Callan to Rayen. Zilya jumped to her feet, mouth open to protest.
 
   With a lift of his hand, Mathias cut her off. “This is my choice.” 
 
   Rayen didn’t stand, but she did say, “I want to know that Tony and Gabby will be safe while I’m gone if I agree to go.”
 
   You tell ‘em, Rayen. But don’t go. 
 
   Callan addressed Zilya and Etoi. “As long as those two don’t attempt to escape, they’re not to be harmed. To do so will result in painful punishment.”
 
   Etoi blanched at whatever Callan alluded to, which gave Tony a moment of relief about being left tied up. 
 
   With that settled, Rayen spoke quietly to Gabby then stood and followed Callan and Mathias from the common area. 
 
   Gabby got up and crossed to Tony. She squatted down and reached up to pull the gag off his mouth. 
 
   When she did, Etoi shouted, “Do not touch him!”
 
   Gabby didn’t even look back when she answered, “Chill. I’m only letting him breathe.”
 
   Go Gabby!
 
   Etoi grabbed her spear and rushed over to point it at Gabby’s back.
 
   Tony shook his head. Much as he wanted to tell Gabby what he’d found out, he didn’t want her hurt. 
 
   Gabby shoved up to her feet and pivoted to face the spear, looking down as she scoffed. She slapped aside the tip. “Everyone has the right to be stupid, but you’re abusing the privilege.  Taking his gag off doesn’t constitute trying to escape. But if you want to stab me then argue that point with Callan. I’m game as long as I get to watch you being punished.”
 
   Careful, Psycho Babe, but man that is so hot. Tony let out a muffled chuckle when Etoi backed down.
 
   Sulking, Zilya stood off to the side, not offering an opinion. 
 
   Jaxxson strolled up. “There are better uses for your energy, Etoi. Such as helping the others clean up, and making sure the smallest ones retreat to their chambers before moonset.”  When she turned away sharply from him, he added, in a lower, tighter voice, “Please follow Mathias’s example by giving the children encouragement. Do not spew venom when they face enough hardship.”
 
   Etoi stomped off without agreeing or spouting another snotty comment. 
 
   Jaxxson’s serious gaze bounced from Tony to Gabby. “Do you give your word you’ll not attempt to escape or help him escape, Gabby?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Then you may remove his mouth covering.”  The healer moved on to each group of children, touching their heads lightly and issuing compliments on the decorations and food. 
 
   When Gabby sat back down, Tony noticed her hands had been clenched, ready to fight. 
 
   He had a whole new respect for Psycho Babe. 
 
   She slipped her fingers inside the leaf across his mouth and started tugging it down, whispering to Tony as she did. “If Rayen can’t talk sense into Callan then maybe Jaxxson can. I’ve gotten to know him today.”
 
   Tony sucked in a deep breath of air and sighed. “Finally. We don’t have much time.”
 
   “What’re you talking about?”
 
   “I followed the scout back to his transender location.”
 
   “You did break him out of the prison hut?”
 
   Tony didn’t know whether to be impressed that she thought he was capable of that, or insulted at her you-did-try-to-leave-us tone. “No, someone here shut down the power. When the scout jumped out, I did, too. Barely made it before the power zapped back up. Has to be someone in this village who helped him, but that’s their problem.”
 
   “We have to tell Jaxxson.”
 
   “We can tell him on the way out, but right now we need to grab Rayen, because I’ve found our ticket home.”
 
   Gabby’s lips parted. “What are you talking about?”
 
   “I saw how the scout called up the pod. Then I tackled him and made him tell me everything about how to get into one. I think we have to call up our original transender to go home, but we have to do it before that red moon sets.” He nodded to the darkening horizon. “I’m guessin’ we don’t have more than twenty minutes, tops.”
 
   “But...I don’t want to go home. I’m staying here.”
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER 31
 
    
 
    Worry tightened the muscles in my shoulders. Where were Mathias and Callan going? Did this walk mean Mathias really intended to abandon his own people? How could he leave Callan alone to deal with that hateful witch Zilya and her annoying shadow Etoi plus a village full of small children? 
 
   Something didn’t fit here. 
 
   Callan followed Mathias with his head held high, but anxiety radiated off of Callan’s every move and tensed neck muscles. 
 
   I fought the urge to put my arm around him, doubting he’d welcome my comfort right now. He still hadn’t decided if I was his enemy or not.  
 
   I couldn’t let this go any longer. “Are you really going to do this, Mathias?”
 
   Callan answered instead. “This is not your concern.”
 
   “Then why am I going with you?”
 
   Before Callan could say another word, Mathias cleared his throat as if he had something blocking his words. “Let me explain, Callan.”  Then he addressed Rayen. “The TecKnati scouts told us we would not stay here past turning eighteen, but Callan and I have figured out that this is only to demoralize our group when it doesn’t happen. So we’re pretending I am leaving, then I am to come back tomorrow, explaining that the TeKs gave me the choice to be locked up back home or to stay here.” 
 
   Now I understood. What a nice thing to do for everyone considering how dangerous it was out in these woods. “Exactly how long are you going to be gone?”
 
   Callan had given Mathias a questioning look, then must have decided there was no point in keeping the rest secret. “Just twenty-four hours. Mathias will enjoy a much-deserved break.”
 
   I asked, “But why did you bring me instead of one of your people, Mathias?”
 
   “Callan has shared with me about how you battled two croggles and how you fought for, and then helped to heal, the little boy.”  
 
   That didn’t really explain why I was walking with them, but I let it go since it sounded as though Mathias had a more favorable opinion of me now. 
 
   Mathias had entered the forest and stopped in a small clearing, evening twilight feathering through branches and leaves, slanting cold fingers of darkness and quieting all bird sounds. He turned to Callan with a look in his eyes that gave me chills.
 
   When Mathias spoke, his voice sounded raw. “It’s time for you to know everything.”
 
   So this is where all my bad feelings were coming from. 
 
   Callan’s face fell at hearing that he didn’t know everything. “What do you mean?”
 
   Callan hadn’t shown even the slightest indication of fear while facing the croggle, but some worry shadowed his eyes now, and darkened his skin that started changing rapidly, a physical action that I’d decided was tied to emotions. What would cause such a severe emotional reaction in Callan? 
 
   Mathias looked resigned as he glanced over his shoulder where I saw a glimpse of the red moon low in the purple sky, but no green stripes. 
 
   Were the TecKnati really coming for him? Had one arrived during the ceremony and everyone missed the signs but Mathias? 
 
   But Callan missed nothing, and should have seen, too. 
 
   Mathias scrubbed his hands over his face then told Callan, “We don’t have much time.”
 
   “What have you kept from me?” Bitter disappointment seeped into Callan’s voice. 
 
   I wished for some way to figure out exactly what had Mathias acting so spooky.
 
   Mathias drew a deep breath that shuddered through him, then he told Callan, “I had you bring Rayen for a reason. V’ru told me what he’d learned so far.”
 
   Callan’s stony silence weighed heavier than the humidity clinging to my arms.
 
   I couldn’t stand the tension between these two. “Do you believe what I’ve told you, Mathias?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Chill bumps raced up my arm at finally hearing the right answer. “So you’ll tell Callan to release us?”
 
   “He can release you, but only if you promise to help them find a way out of the Sphere.”
 
   That got a reaction out of Callan. “What can she do?”
 
   I had no idea, but I told Mathias, “You have my word.”
 
   For the first time since meeting Callan, I heard true worry enter his voice when he asked Mathias, “You’re still only going away for a day, right?”
 
   Mathias took another look up at the sky. “No, I’m disappearing. For good. There’ll be no coming back.”
 
   “What?”  Callan’s golden-brown hair turned bright blond and the splattered aqua shapes on his skin darkened into dark blue storm clouds. “You’ve been holding out on me?”
 
   Mathias kept speaking quietly, every word forced from deep inside. “Yes, I haven’t been completely honest, but you’ll soon understand why I had to do this. And just as I have lied to you, you will lie to the others as well when the time comes.”
 
   “No, I will not.” Callan quivered with anger. “You said we are to be leaders. Leaders do not lie to their people.”  
 
   Mathias grimaced as if Callan had cut him with his blade. “Listen. I could not tell you what would happen before now or you would have focused on the wrong things. Your duty is to keep their spirits up and convince those children they are going home. If not, they will not survive. I was here for eight months longer than you. I watched our children lose their will to live without hope and they died.”
 
   I heard things in Mathias’s voice that weren’t coming out in his words. He still hid something from Callan. 
 
   Crossing his arms, Callan snarled, “I have believed you, trusted you. And now...now you tell me you won’t come back? Tell me the truth, all of it.”
 
   “I always did tell you to be prepared for anything, including my not being around to help.”  
 
   Walking several steps away, Callan muttered, “But I thought you meant if a croggle killed you. I would never have let that happen.”  
 
   “I–” Mathias choked on the word and his shoulders jerked straight as if he stood at attention, muscles clenching. Sweat broke out on his skin.
 
   Callan spun around and stared at him, lips moving but no words coming out.
 
   I lifted a hand toward Mathias and he shot me a warning look. “I did not bring you to interfere.”
 
   “Why did you bring me?”
 
   “To understand why you must not break your word.”
 
   Callan took a step toward Mathias who shouted, “Don’t touch me!”
 
   “Why?” Callan shouted back and took another step toward him, a cautious one. “What’s happening? Talk to me.”  
 
   Mathias gritted out his next words. “I am not the first to turn eighteen in the Sphere. Anatoli arrived with me.”
 
   “I know that name. He’s of the Cultivation House.”  
 
   “Yes,” Mathias continued. “And he reached his BIRG Day a month before you arrived.”
 
    Callan’s eyes opened wide. “Where is he? He should have told the House leaders about us or stayed here to help us.”
 
   “He’s not to be blamed for anything and you will not tell the children where I’ve gone when you return to the village.”
 
   “Anatoli left and...”  The struggle to understand what was going on carved anxiety in Callan’s face. “Did SEOH send Anatoli to a prison a telepath can’t reach into? Being G’ortian, maybe I can help. Tell them to take me.”
 
   “No, SEOH hasn’t figured out how to do that, but he has proven to be far more sly than any of us anticipated.”  Mathias’s body jerked with a spasm. Sweat now dripped from his forehead and arms, as if his body wrestled with something. He groaned. 
 
   Callan rushed forward, but at that moment, Mathias flew up ten feet off the ground with his arms stretched above his head like a puppet whose master had yanked the strings. He hung there in midair.
 
   Callan roared, “Mathias!”
 
   I reached for the heat within me to do battle and called out, “What holds you? How can I kill it?”
 
   Sweat poured down Mathias’s face when he lowered his chin, speaking through gritted teeth. “I’m sorry I lied, Callan. You’ve been a brother to me, but now you’ll know why I could not tell you. I did what you must do. Lie to protect the others.”
 
   A howling noise started deep in the forest and gained volume. Like a killer wind bent on destruction. But what was it?
 
   Callan shouted, “What are we fighting?”
 
   Mathias looked right and left, terror riding his gaze. His body shook. He yelled back, “Give Rayen her freedom. Trust her to use it wisely.”
 
   Streaming bands of black energy shot through the opening, whipping past me. Heat built inside my chest, rolling through my body. I lifted my arms into the energy shooting around us on the ground. Sparks crackled with contact between my power and the attacking energy. Something clasped my wrist and yanked me up a foot off the ground.
 
   Mathias screamed.
 
   Steel bands of strength latched onto my waist, pulling my body backwards. The force holding my arm drew me up, threatening to rip my body in half. 
 
   Mathias shouted, “Noooo, Rayen. Your word.” 
 
   My heart thundered in my chest. I fought tears over the pain tearing through me.
 
   Callan yanked on my body, shouting, “Let go!”
 
   I couldn’t.
 
   But whatever had my wrist released me and whispered in my mind, Next time.
 
   I fell backwards, landing against something hard and warm. Callan. 
 
   The energy still swarmed, alive with distorted faces and glowing yellow eyes, but didn’t touch me or Callan. A dozen or more black spirits howled through the clearing.
 
   Wind blasted branches and scoured leaves across my face and body, held wrapped in Callan’s arms. His shouts were nothing more than hoarse noises filled with raw pain. I looked up as the horde of black ghostly bands whipped around Mathias one at a time, round and round until the only part left in view was his agony-filled gaze, staring at nothing. 
 
   All at once, the howling ended.
 
   And Mathias was gone. 
 
   An unearthly silence reigned. 
 
   I couldn’t stop shaking. So that’s what the TecKnati meant by the MystiKs leaving here at eighteen?
 
   Somehow, Callan managed to get to his feet with me still clutched against him. He turned me to face him and I wanted to cry over the misery in his eyes. 
 
   Instead, I wrapped my arms around him and held on. He pulled me tight into his embrace, his breaths coming in ragged shudders. I wanted to comfort him, but his strength comforted me. My mind raced to understand what had happened. These deadly spirits had to be something created by the TecKnati for them to attack at moonset on the day a captive reached eighteen. That made MystiKs fair game when they were no longer technically children. 
 
   Demonically brilliant. 
 
   Mathias had spent all these months knowing he faced this end to his life. 
 
   Only a truly cruel person could come up with that kind of torture. 
 
   Mathias was right. Those children in the village couldn’t know what had happened to him, or that the same fate waited for anyone else they depended on. Or for them. 
 
   I pressed my lips against Callan’s chest, tasting the salt of his skin. He tucked my head against his shoulder, unwilling to give me up and I didn’t try to push away. 
 
   Mathias’s message was clearer now. He hoped that I wouldn’t abandon Callan once I knew that there was no way for Mathias to return.
 
   He was right. 
 
   Callan finally drew a breath that had a sound of finality to it. He eased his hold on me. 
 
   I placed a hand on his chest and took a step back. “I, uh,” I mumbled, at a loss for what to say. Saying I’m sorry he’d lost his friend didn’t begin to cover Callan’s loss. 
 
   He touched my chin with his fingers, lifting my face to meet the eyes of a warrior, but he had to swallow before he could speak. His voice came out hoarse, but strong. “Mathias is right. You can’t tell anyone about this.”
 
   Nodding, I added, “My word.”
 
   I still had to get Gabby and Tony back to the safety of Albuquerque. An hour ago, I would’ve had no problem abandoning this place. Lifting my fingers to brush his cheek, I made him an offer. “I’ll stay to help you protect these kids and search for a way out of here, but I want you to free Tony and Gabby to leave if we can find a way to get them home.” 
 
   He didn’t answer at first, lines forming at the bridge of his nose as if struggling with a decision. “You would stay?”
 
   Looking deep into that haunted brown-eyed gaze, I realized I’d do far more than that for him. “Yes.”
 
   “And you’re certain that Tony is not TecKnati?”
 
   “Yes. He’s from 2013, not your world.”
 
   He took my measure with his next look. “Then I’ll free him. He and Gabby will be allowed to return to their home.” 
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER 32
 
    
 
   I hoped Gabby and Tony would understand about my staying, but Callan and his band of youngsters needed someone with my strange superpower to fight monsters. Someone more than Etoi, Zilya and matchstick V’ru. 
 
   The upside of staying would be spending time with V’ru who might shed some light on where I’d come from if my blood wasn’t as old as Tony and Gabby’s. Maybe, if I survived all this, I’d get a chance to search out my family, wherever they might be.
 
   When I returned to the village and entered the common area, I was a step behind Callan who’d shed any grief during the walk, at least grief that someone could see in his face. I knew his insides were shredded from watching what had happened to Mathias. 
 
   A commotion was erupting. 
 
   Callan stopped short in front of me and called out in a voice that belonged to a leader, “What’s happening?”
 
   As usual, Etoi jumped in first. “V’ru has completed his analysis of the TecKnati’s blood.”
 
   Just the way she put that raised the hairs on my neck. I saw Gabby standing next to Tony, who was still wrapped in vines, but now had his mouth uncovered and a scowl on his face. 
 
   I stepped forward, speaking directly to V’ru, “What’d you find out?”
 
   Lifting his narrow chin, V’ru pointed a finger at Tony. “That one has a genetic marker of the TecKnati–”
 
   “An enemy!” Etoi shouted. “The lack of K-enzyme ink means nothing!”
 
   Tony spoke up, “We got bigger problems, Rayen. Need to move this along so you and I can talk.”
 
   I lifted a hand to let Tony know I understood and to wait a second then I turned to Callan. “Can you shut up Etoi for a moment so we can get to the bottom of this?”
 
   Callan shoved a dark look at Etoi that would have shut up a croggle. “Not another word unless I ask you a direct question.”
 
   For once, Etoi clammed up and nodded respectfully. 
 
   I asked V’ru, “What does this genetic marker mean?” 
 
   “That he is of the TecKnati lineage.”
 
   “I still don’t understand. Tony’s not from your world.”
 
   “I did not make that claim.”
 
   At the eternal end of my rope, I asked bluntly, “Callan needs to know if Tony is or is not a TecKnati from your world.”
 
   V’ru turned to Callan. “No, this one’s blood is older, from the year 2013, born in 1995, the month of–”
 
   “Got it.” I stopped V’ru from rambling on then added, “Thank you,” before reminding Callan, “You agreed to free Tony.”
 
   “I did.” He called out, “Jaxxson, release him.”
 
   With Gabby and Jaxxson’s help, Tony was shaking off vines and stretching stiff limbs before hurrying over to me. He said, “I know how to call up the transender, but we’ve got maybe ten minutes to get back to where we first arrived.”
 
   What? Now?
 
   Gabby strode right behind him, a determined look in her eye. “I’m not going.”
 
   “You want to stay?” I asked, taken aback by her words.
 
   “Yes. This is the first place I’ve ever felt...normal.”
 
   Tony released a tired exhale. “What about your family, Gabby?”
 
   “I doubt my dad’ll even notice I’m missing.” 
 
   “That can’t be true, Gabby.”  Tony looked to me, but I wasn’t the one to convince her to go. 
 
   “If you’re sure,” I said to her. “I plan to stay, too.”
 
   Tony raised his hands. “Whoa. Listen up, you two. We all have to go, because we need Rayen’s handprint to call up the transender and to make it function. And two may not be able to return without the third one. We’re all in this together. And if we don’t get into the right transender before that moon sets...there may not be any other way home.”
 
   My chest hurt from the sudden pounding of my heart. I’d promised Callan I’d stay. Given my word. But I couldn’t condemn Tony to being trapped in this dangerous place. 
 
   Taking in Gabby’s mutinous face and Tony’s worried one, I ran my hands through my hair, needing a way out of this. 
 
   Jaxxson stepped forward and spoke to Gabby. “You can’t go with us to our world once we find a way out of here. I’d rather you go home, because I would not leave you here.”  
 
   From the softening of Gabby’s face, I figured she caught Jaxxson’s meaning, too. The healer was saying if he got the chance to return to his home, he wouldn’t leave if it meant Gabby would remain alone in the Sphere. 
 
   That was, if Jaxxson didn’t turn eighteen here first and leave a different way, as Mathias had.
 
   What about Gabby? Would the same thing happen to her if she turned eighteen? Granted, she was only sixteen, but I couldn’t let her stay and not know what risk she faced, but neither could I share what had happened to Mathias. And Tony would definitely turn eighteen if we got trapped here for any length of time.
 
   Which left me with having to leave the Sphere to get her and Tony out of here. 
 
   Something silent passed between Gabby and Jaxxson that brought a watery smile to her face. She turned to me. “I’ll return with you.”
 
   Tony muttered, “Halle-freakin-lujah.”
 
   That left the final decision to me, who Tony believed was the only one who could call up his ride home. But I’d promised Callan...
 
   V’ru spoke up. “I have the results of Rayen’s analysis as well.”
 
   All commotion ceased. 
 
   I asked, “What’d you find out?”
 
   “First, tell me what beast chased you in the desert?”
 
   “I don’t know, some strange thing that could change shape.”
 
   Callan’s eyes widened at that then he sent a stern look to V’ru, one that questioned where the young boy was going with his question. 
 
   V’ru nodded, as if puzzle pieces slipped into place. “That confirms what I have determined. You are of C’raydonian descent–”
 
   Every child in the common area gasped.
 
   I had no idea who or what a C’raydonian was, but it sure didn’t sound good.
 
   “That is all they have time for,” Callan snapped, grasping my hand, a serious edge to his words. “You must go. Now!”
 
   “Wait. I need to hear more from V’ru and I said I’d stay. I don’t want to leave you and the children here alone.”
 
   “I’ll tell you what you need to know on the way, but...you’ll never be able to live with yourself if you fail to take your friends home.”  
 
   I didn’t think that was the real reason Callan had decided I had to leave right this minute.
 
   He squeezed my arm, letting me know he was sincere and not just trying to get rid of me. “Go home with them. That may be the only place to find a way to free us.”
 
   There was something he wasn’t saying. But what? And what was a C’raydonian? I thought there were only MystiKs and TecKnatis.
 
   Callan started barking orders at the children. “You three finish getting the young ones to their chambers. Etoi, pull together ten hunters who can travel to the transender location where we originally found these three. Get moving.”
 
   I grabbed Callan by the arm. “I can’t do this.”
 
   He stepped close to me. “Yes, you can, just as I can, and will, take care of this village...until you return.”
 
   The faith he showed in me was humbling. I put my palm on his cheek. He was right. I had to take Tony and Gabby home, but could I really find a way back here? I had to. For him. For all of them. And what if V’ru could tell me more about myself? “I will return as soon as I can. Just as soon as I get those two back to the school.”
 
   “I know. But we need to move out. The moon is close to setting.”
 
   When I turned to leave, I noticed one person who wasn’t joining us. Zilya had watched the entire exchange through eyes flashing dangerous thoughts. I didn’t have time to waste wondering what was going on between her and Callan. 
 
   After giving me a wide berth as if I were a threat, Etoi whipped together a band of young hunters, all the while her expression saying she didn’t like doing it. Callan led the march through the fog wall, out to the jungle side of the village. Once the kids entered the dense foliage made darker by the setting moon, every fourth child lifted his or her hands in the air and light glowed from their palms. At that point, they raced forward, beating a path to the transender and making it impossible to talk. 
 
   I took the last position, watching over all of them and trying to convince myself I wasn’t doing the wrong thing and that Callan was right. 
 
   Tony and Gabby had ended up in this dangerous place because of me. I owed them and could pay them back by taking them home. 
 
   When our group reached the edge of the jungle next to the transender landing spot, I searched beyond the thick leaves for croggles. Callan stepped up to me, barely winded from the run. He said, “Hurry. Giant croggles only come after a transender lands, but the baby croggles are more active and appear unexpectedly sometimes. If you go quickly, you should be safe.”
 
   “What did V’ru–” I started to ask when Gabby yelled, “No, Tony!”
 
   I saw Gabby rushing toward Tony who had knelt next to a pink bloom identical to the attack flower and stuck his arm into the center of it. 
 
   Was the guy suicidal?
 
   Running over to him, I got there first and grabbed Tony’s free arm.
 
   “Let go, Rayen. I got this. It’s not a real flower.”
 
   When a holographic panel like the one V’ru had used appeared next to Tony, he stood up, pulling his arm free, grinning his who’s-the-man-now grin he’d had when I first saw him enter Mr. Suarez’s classroom. 
 
   A female voice from the panel announced, “Four minutes left to request transender return from Sphere.”
 
   Tony told me in a rush, “Put your palm here.” He pointed to the panel. “And hold it there until you get a red outline.”
 
   I hadn’t gotten the information I wanted from Callan, but with minutes counting down, I did as Tony instructed. A red line traced my palm then started blinking, and finally the outline glowed green. The voice said, Request acknowledged.
 
   “That’s it!” Tony shouted. “You did it, babe.”
 
   A whirring sound began out in the open space. 
 
   I turned, searching for Callan who was right behind me. I grasped his shoulders. “What was V’ru saying about C’raydonians?”
 
   Tony stuck his face next to Callan’s. “We gotta go. That thing takes off in three minutes whether we’re in it or not.”
 
   “Move.”  My one word shoved Tony out of the way. I pleaded with Callan, “I have to know.” 
 
   He lifted his hands, cupping my shoulders, disappointment rippling through his voice. “C’raydonians lived in our world at one time.”
 
   Lived? “And?”
 
   “They were...after the K-virus...they...”
 
   “Say it!”
 
   “They were rabid. Dangerous to the rest of the survivors.”  He sounded guilty having to admit that. “C’raydonians were hunted to extinction by sentient beasts fifty years ago because everyone feared them breaking through the laser curtains protecting our cities. The last ones disappeared forty-five years before I was born.”
 
   “What?” I felt lightheaded. “That means–”
 
   “That you shouldn’t be alive.”
 
   “Why...how could I end up in 2013?”
 
   Tony yelled, “Come. On. Rayen!”
 
   The whining noise screeched louder. Wind swept from the open space and into the jungle around us, rattling through the dense foliage, whipping the blood-red earth into a frenzied, dense funnel cloud. 
 
   Callan shouted down the wind. “The C’raydonians had time travel to the past. You may have been thrown into a portal in an attempt to spare your life and have been bouncing your way back in time. The beast that chased you is a sentient machine built to track and kill C’raydonians. It may have followed you into the same time travel portal.”  
 
   I shook with the news. My people were dead. My family. I should be dead.
 
   We were hunted...as dangerous beasts.
 
   Callan sucked in a quick breath and rushed on. “V’ru spoke to me in my mind before I left. He said many young people were lost in the C’raydonian Siege. He warned that the TecKnati would be thrilled to discover a living C’raydonian to imprison and run tests on...”  His fingers tightened on my shoulders, demanding I heed his words. “Staying here puts you, and us, at risk. You must go.”
 
   I didn’t believe he really thought I was a risk to him if I remained. Not the way he added “and us” almost as an after thought. “I don’t understand.”
 
   “I’m telling you to stay in the past. Where you’re safe, Rayen. If the TecKnati find you here, they’ll take you to SEOH and he’ll kill you.” He whispered, “Don’t come back for any reason. I don’t want you to die.”
 
   Tony grabbed my arm, pulling me around. “Now means now! The pod’s spinnin’ into view.”
 
   Out in the field beyond the jungle, a whirling circular mass of gray metal emerged. 
 
   I let Tony pull me away to where Gabby stood looking as if she was going to bolt in some direction, but I wasn’t sure whether she’d head for the transender or back to the village. 
 
   When Tony released me and pulled Gabby’s arm, she followed him. I fell into step behind them, ducking my head so I wouldn’t be swallowed by the winds. 
 
   My insides were ripping apart. 
 
   I didn’t care if I was C’raydonian. I couldn’t be rabid. Just couldn’t.
 
   At the edge of the field, I stopped and turned. Callan stood two steps behind me, as if determined to protect me to the last second. 
 
   I closed the distance between us and reached for him.
 
   He yanked me into his arms, covering my mouth with his, letting me know in the most honest way he could that he didn’t want me to go. His lips embraced mine with fierce determination, just as he did everything else. His arms banded my back and hugged me close. All the turmoil and chaos disappeared. 
 
   Nothing existed except this moment. 
 
   A life I had more questions about than answers. 
 
   But nothing could make me question what I felt for Callan. I might not fully understand it, but I knew no one would ever mean as much to me.
 
   Warmth burst inside me, but not like it had before. This time the heat that rushed through my body with the power of a tidal surge, threatening to consume everything in its path. 
 
   Just as his lips were consuming me with every touch. 
 
   Tony yelled, “Raaayen!”
 
   I broke away, regretting the separation as if I’d lost an arm or leg. “I will return. Don’t even waste your breath arguing. I’m coming back. That’s a promise.” 
 
   I kissed him quickly once more and swung around, running across the field where Tony stood with his mouth gaped open and Gabby grinning. When I got to the transender, I looked at Tony. “What now, Jersey?”
 
   “Oh, uh, put your hands up on the pod.”
 
   I did, joining my hands with his and Gabby’s and two panels slid open. Tony scrambled in, pulling Gabby in right behind him. 
 
   Turning for a last look, I saw a sad smile on Callan’s face. He didn’t think he’d see me again. I just knew it. Leaving him was killing me, but I would come back. I waved and dove inside as the panels started sliding shut. Then something I needed to know slammed into my brain.  
 
   I shouted at Callan, “When are you eighteen?”
 
   For a second I thought he hadn’t heard me. 
 
   He hesitated then called out, “Not soon.” 
 
   The last words I heard as the panels snapped closed.
 
   My next breath came out harsh and shaky. I couldn’t breathe when I realized Callan had already started fulfilling the role Mathias had just vacated. 
 
   He’d just lied to me. 
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER 33
 
    
 
   SEOH looked up from his rare wood desk–real mahogany wood –where he’d been scanning the latest hologram report on production in City Three as Rustaad entered his office. “Your message said there’d been developments in the Sphere.”
 
   “Odd ones.”
 
   Pushing back in his chair, SEOH rested his elbows on the chair arms. “Vid report or a Scout report?”
 
   “Scout. We lost one today. A croggle attack.”
 
   “How could that happen when they have full control over summoning the beasts?”
 
   “Phen T-112 said his Scout partner accidentally hit the button while they were in the middle of transender landing space Zulu.”  
 
   “Accidentally? No TecKnati can be that stupid.”
 
   “T-112 explained it as the other Scout ‘fooling around’ with the MystiK child they were delivering.”
 
   Idiot. “In that case, the croggle did us a favor by eliminating a waste product.”  He turned back to his hologram.
 
   Rustaad gave a mild smile of agreement. “I’ve called for an immediate review of all Scouts being sent into the Sphere to determine future suitability.”
 
   “How did Phen T-112 stop a croggle with the stun unit?”
 
   “He didn’t. A foursome of the older MystiKs attacked the croggle and took T-112 captive.”
 
   SEOH slammed his fist down on the chair arm. “Did they get any information out of him?”
 
   “No. Fortunately, this worked in our favor. The MystiK we planted in the Sphere freed T-112 and sent information with him.”
 
   Easing back against the plush leather only the elite TecKnati enjoyed, SEOH chuckled. “They’re too stupid to realize we’d put one loyal to us among them.”  
 
   “Perhaps, but that’s not the odd part of the report. He claims there are interlopers in the Sphere.”
 
   Too impossible to consider. “Were there any unauthorized transender trips to Komaen?”
 
   “Not from here. Our security system released no alert of a transender traveling from here to the Sphere or back without authorized hand recognition. But when I looked closely, our system picked up a transender landing in the Sphere that did not originate here.”
 
   “What? Did someone hijack one of ours?”
 
   “I don’t know. Every person is scanned for identification when they leave home base and when they exit a transender upon return to home base. I ran a thorough check on the systems. Nothing shows up.”
 
   SEOH pounded his desk. “If it’s a closed world–and it damn well better still be–where did interlopers come from...and are they MystiK?”
 
   “Two questions I can’t answer as yet, but I will very soon. The Scout said one of the strangers that fought the croggle killed it on her own, with nothing more than stabbing a stick into the beast. Next thing the beast exploded into flames. That’s far more powerful than anyone we anticipated having in the Sphere.”
 
   “Her?”
 
   “Yes, her.”
 
   SEOH mulled over everything Rustaad had shared and decided he’d been too lenient with this program. “These brats are more versatile and adaptable than we anticipated. It’s time we changed the plan.”
 
   “To what?”
 
   “They’ve had it too easy playing in their village that we set up for them with no real trials. I have something in mind that’ll test the best from their Warrior House.” He paused, then added,  “Mathias should be out of the equation by now, right?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Then what I have in mind will be quite entertaining and even more of a challenge. Call a meeting of the Sphere engineers for tonight. I want changes made. Now.”  
 
   “Is it worth another meeting with the board to approve the expense?”
 
   SEOH hadn’t reached this point to lose. He could not allow anyone to come and go into that Sphere who could put everything at risk. “I’d pay out of my pocket to see the face of the one called Callan confront what I have in mind. His Warrior House is a bigger worry than those blasted Governing MystiKs. They’re enough of pain in my side, but Callan has some paying up to do.”  
 
   Rustaad moved to leave.
 
   SEOH’s voice stopped him. “Plus I want those Sphere interlopers caught and brought to me. I can’t imagine a MystiK figuring out how to get inside the Sphere, but let me find out the intruders are TecKnati...and blood will run.”
 
   “Very well. I’ll arrange the meeting in the battle room.” Rustaad indicated the soundproof room where SEOH brought his most loyal and brightest minds to discuss things the board would never know about. 
 
   When Rustaad turned to leave again, SEOH added, “Wait. I have good news.”
 
   “Oh?”  Rustaad paused, completely still. At times it appeared the man didn’t breathe. 
 
   “Another sign that the Byzantine Institute in the past is on track.”
 
   “Do we know if they found the Genera-Y computer?”  
 
   “Unfortunately not yet. If only we could communicate directly with them.”  SEOH shook his head at the frustration of having operatives who were assigned a mission but could not make contact with anyone in the future. “But no matter, we did receive verification that the genetic monitoring program is performing just the way we intended. They’ve clearly begun to identify MystiK ancestors and have the female Bio-Genetics Research Center up and running at the Institute.” 
 
   He smiled at Rustaad’s raised brows, adding, “It’s true. I received a report today that several entire families of MystiKs in three cities disappeared. These must be descendants of females going through the Bio-Genetic program in the past.”
 
   “No TecKnati children missing?”
 
   “Not a one.”
 
   Rustaad actually grinned. “My admiration SEOH, the egg removal program works.”
 
   “Absolutely. I wish there was a way to communicate with the agents we sent back to the year 2009 to let them know the eggs they’ve removed from MystiK ancestors have wiped out entire lines.”
 
   “The agents we sent are exceptional scientists and well-trained TecKnati who’ll continue to perform their jobs regardless, even if they never learn of the results. This is outstanding. And neutralizing MystiKs this way defies their power, because the treaty’s specific words were ‘no TecKnati shall kill a MystiK born since A.C.E. 2127.’  Fools weren’t bright enough to consider that the treaty did not prevent sending someone into the past to prevent a MystiK birth.” His grin deepened. 
 
   Caught up in Rustaad’s unusual show of emotion, SEOH even chuckled, more than pleased with the results of his plan. “Our agents in the Byzantine Institute have clearly reproduced ANASKO technology for engineering the removal of eggs from a female without leaving a mark on her body.” 
 
   “MystiK female ancestors will not suspect they’ve been sterilized. Excellent.”  
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER 34
 
    
 
   When the panels on the transender pod slammed shut trapping us inside, I froze, digesting Callan’s last words. 
 
   C’raydonians were hunted as a rabid race.
 
   All my people were dead.
 
   And Callan would turn eighteen soon. 
 
    It was Gabby who shook me loose from my stalled state when she asked Tony, “What now?”
 
   “Don’t know. This was all I found out.”
 
   A low hum started again, picking up volume until the sound screeched.
 
   Gabby dug her fingers into my arm and yelled at Tony, “Grab Rayen’s other arm.”
 
   “Why?”  Tony acted appalled that she thought he should cling to a girl. 
 
   “Don’t go back to being a jerk just when you’ve shown signs of evolving into an intelligent life form,” Gabby shot at him, raising her voice over the increasing whine. “You’re the one who wanted to do this. You’re the one who said it took all three of us, so either grab her arm or say goodbye.”  
 
   I didn’t know whether Gabby was right or not, but just as my body felt pulled in multiple directions and everything began to blur, Tony’s hand latched onto my other arm.
 
   I clenched from head to toe against the sensation of being warped while suspended in a spinning free fall. My body turned into a human bungee cord, stretched thin and sucked forward.
 
   With my hands slapped against my body, I shot through a rotating tunnel of blurry muted colors...toward a flat surface.
 
   The equipment room floor.
 
   Tucking at the last minute before I hit, I slammed the concrete floor and rolled.
 
   Gabby slapped down next. “Ouch.”  
 
   I pushed her out of the way just before...
 
   Thump! 
 
   “Ah, man, that sucks.”  Laid out flat on the floor, Tony dropped his arms and groaned. 
 
   Gabby muttered, “Are we really back?”
 
   Forcing myself to sit up, I gripped my dizzy head. “Think so.”
 
   “Think I’m gonna be sick,” Tony grumbled.
 
   “Do it and you clean up.”  Gabby pushed herself up, holding her head, too. 
 
   A ding sounded three times out in the hallway.
 
   Doors opened, voices filled the silence and the sound of hundreds of footsteps slapped through the halls. 
 
   Tony shot upright, fingers clutching his forehead. “What time is it?”  
 
   We all turned to the black-and-white school clock hanging on the wall. 
 
   “5:00!”  I shoved to my feet. “I’m late for a meeting in Maxwell’s office.”
 
   Tony struggled to his feet and offered a hand to Gabby, giving her a tug up. “Don’t panic. Maxwell knows it takes five minutes to get from most classes to his office. I hope Suarez didn’t send anyone here to check on us. We were supposed to report in to him by now.” 
 
   Would my fingerprints reveal anything? 
 
   Was I really a C’raydonian? That would be putting a lot of trust in an eleven-year-old boy living in a strange Sphere. I had to know what they found out in this world from my prints. As bad as I wanted to tear out of here and go see Maxwell, I also needed to keep Mr. Suarez happy for any chance of staying in this school. 
 
   Leaving would mean losing my one shot at getting back to Callan. Every minute of waiting to return was already driving me crazy. “What’re we going to do about the computer?”
 
   Tony and Gabby both looked over where three circles spiraled on the computer screen I’d touched earlier. 
 
   Gabby spoke first, echoing my thoughts. “We can’t lose it.”
 
   “No,” Tony agreed, picking up the laptop and folding the case shut like a book then shoving it under his arm and wrapping up the power cord. “No one’s touchin’ this but us.”  Then he turned to me with a cocky grin. “You go see Maxwell. I’ll explain to Suarez that we got so involved working on this that we lost track of time.”
 
   I hesitated, not ready to leave these two with so many questions still raging in my mind about what had happened in the Sphere. 
 
   Gabby brushed the wrecked mass of ponytails back from her face. “I was dodging the front office when I came here to hide. Better swing by and see if I’m in any deeper hot water than what I usually trudge through.”  She smiled up at me then Tony. “Can’t be any worse than facing croggles, huh?” 
 
   Tony snorted. “Guess not, sweet cakes.”
 
   I even smiled, but the mention of croggles brought another beast to mind. 
 
   I held up my hand to stop both of them from leaving the room. It was time to come clean. “I need to tell you this, even though you’ve probably gotten pieces of it in the last few hours. I came to in the desert this morning with some big hairy beast chasing me that morphed into a more streamlined shape when I climbed into the rocks. I saw it again, outside this room, right before we got sucked into the computer. This time it was a black bird.”
 
   “Like a crow? Or a vulture?” Gabby asked.
 
   “Maybe a raven, but who knows with my memory holes. All I know is that it was here for me, and I’m concerned about who else it’d hurt trying to get to me.”
 
   Gabby and Tony shot quick glances at each other then back at me. 
 
   Maybe I should’ve kept that to myself since V’ru’s information had confirmed my first suspicion that the beast was after me. But I didn’t want to hide this from them after all they’d been through. 
 
   Gabby spoke first. “Do you think it’ll attack just anyone here?”
 
   “I don’t know. The minute I was around other people, it stopped chasing me. And, I’ll explain later, but V’ru said they were created to track people like me...C’raydonians.”
 
   “When’d he tell you that?”
 
   “V’ru spoke to Callan in his mind and he told me as we were running for the pod.”
 
   Tony chuckled. “Didn’t look like no talkin’ goin’ on to me during that lip lock.” He shrugged, and added, “Don’t give me that look, Xena. I’m not insulting him.” He scratched his head. “Morphing animal-to-bird things, huh? Just try not to burn down the school if you have to kill the thing.”
 
   For lack of a better description when I’d first entered the Sphere and spoke to the MystiKs, I had called these two friends.
 
   Now, I found that word lacking when I considered the value I placed on both of them. But I couldn’t waste another minute. “Where can we meet up again?”
 
   “If you’re going to Maxwell’s, we can wait for you in the hall outside the front office,” Gabby suggested.
 
   “Good by me,” Tony agreed.
 
   Sticking my head into the hallway first, I sniffed for the stench of the predator and smelled a faint residue. But nothing strong enough to indicate the thing was nearby. At least, for now, I wouldn’t be as concerned over this beast.
 
   Could I draw on my power to destroy it if the thing attacked me? If I could even use the power outside the Sphere? 
 
   I could only imagine how a display of power like that would go over in this world or with the Browns. That’d probably get me in worse trouble than kicked out. 
 
   I had to stay here, no matter what. 
 
   Signaling to Gabby and Tony that all was clear, I took off for Maxwell’s office, rushing through clumps of students gathered around lockers. When I reached the office, I looked down at my clothes that were torn and dirty. And my shirt was half as long as it had been this morning. 
 
   I ran nervous hands over my hair, pushing it back from my face that I hoped was not filthy. 
 
   After a knock on the wood door, I was called inside where I found Dr. Maxwell sitting at his desk. Mr. Brown stood off to one side again and Mrs. Brown was perched on one of the two chairs facing the desk. 
 
   “You’re late,” Mr. Brown announced. “What happened to your clothes? Did you try to leave the Institute?” 
 
   “Uh, no.” I looked down again as if I’d forgotten the shape I was in and the instrument attached to my leg. Guess one of my questions had been answered. Traveling to the Sphere hadn’t activated it. I actually smiled as I answered, “Mr. Suarez assigned me to work with another student on the Top Ten Project together. We had to dig through a bunch of old, dusty computers and stuff. Some of them snagged on my clothes.”
 
   “Something snagged and ripped off the bottom half of your T-shirt?”
 
   “I should have been paying better attention. I will from now on.” In other words, I wanted to stay. “Sorry. We got...sucked in so deep with the computers we lost track of time.”
 
   Mrs. Brown brightened. “Getting involved in a project and working as a team is encouraging.”
 
   Dr. Maxwell pointed at the empty chair. “Have a seat, Rayen.”  
 
   Sitting down, I took in Mr. Brown who stood with feet shoulder-width apart and arms crossed, creasing his crisp gray suit at the elbows. Questions hovered in the man’s intense eyes, shadowed beneath his furrowed brow, but he seemed in no hurry to ask them. Had Nick told him about my head injury? 
 
   If he had, they would be shipping me off already, right? 
 
   Lifting a paper, Dr. Maxwell said, “We have the report from running your fingerprints. You don’t show up in any criminal databases.”
 
   Leaning forward, hands gripping the arms of my chair, I asked, “What does that mean? I don’t...exist?”
 
   As that question fell from my lips, I realized I’d been hoping that V’ru had been wrong. That I did belong in this time frame. That I did have people. . .family looking for me.
 
   Dr. Maxwell answered, “Oh, yes, everyone exists, even if they are only a cog in a wheel. But without knowing where you came from or who your family is, we can’t generate documentation, which means we’ll have to hand you over to social services. We can’t take the liability of keeping you here.”
 
   My mouth went dry. I couldn’t get separated from Tony and Gabby. Or that computer. I needed to get back to help Callan. “Social Services? Are they here in the school?” 
 
   “No, their office is downtown, about thirty miles away.”
 
   Thirty miles might as well be another world away. I was emphatic when I told Dr. Maxwell, “No. I want to stay.”
 
   “You don’t have a choice.” Dr. Maxwell leaned back, looking extremely content with this news. Maybe even pleased.
 
   Sweat formed on my palms. I couldn’t go somewhere else where no one knew me, and somewhere far away from the computer Tony carried with him. I turned to Mrs. Brown who had championed me earlier and seemed no happier than me about this. “I really want to stay.”
 
   She asked, “Have you remembered anything about your home, Rayen?”
 
   “I know the Sandia Mountains. That’s my home.”  The words were out of my mouth before I realized the truth behind them. Those mountains did feel like home. 
 
   But at what point in time?
 
   “Really?” Her face lit up. She turned to Mr. Brown. “I’ve got an idea. Rayen might not be in law enforcement data files for fingerprints, but she’s clearly Native American at least on one side of her family. She might be in the BIA records.”
 
   I asked, “What’s BIA?”
 
   “Bureau of Indian Affairs.”  Mrs. Brown’s enthusiasm picked up momentum. “She could be listed in local tribal records. If so, Takoda would be able to tell us.”
 
   Who was Takoda? And could he really help?
 
   I watched the interplay between the Browns, pinning my hope on Mrs. Brown. The husband and wife exchanged some silent looks until Mr. Brown’s face shifted from rock hard determination to something less resistant. 
 
   That gave me hope that Nick hadn’t said anything. Yet. I asked Mrs. Brown, “Does that mean I can stay?”
 
   The uncertainty of this moment sent terror through me, which seemed ridiculous after facing deadly creatures and carnivorous plants in a strange Sphere.
 
   But I had nothing if I got kicked out of this Institute. I’d lose the only friends I had plus any chance of returning to the Sphere–and Callan.
 
   Mr. Brown unfolded his arms and shoved his hands in his pockets. “You can stay while Takoda researches the Tribal Records–”
 
   What had Tony said today? Halle-freakin-lujah!
 
   “–but it’s a long shot so don’t hold your breath.” 
 
   I had been holding my breath and let it out now that I had a reprieve, even if only a temporary one. “When will you have this information?”
 
   Mrs. Brown said, “Probably within a day or so.”
 
   Not much of a reprieve. 
 
   Dr. Maxwell had been scribbling notes the whole time and stopped writing. His jaw rigid, he forced his flattened lips to lift with a polite smile that failed to hide his lack of support for this plan. “You can sleep in dorm eight. Mrs. Brown provided a duffle of clothes and personal items for you on the chance that you could stay.”  He sent a scathing look up and down me. “Try to do a better job taking care of those items than the ones you’re currently wearing.”
 
   “I will.” I stood, turning to add, “Thank you, Mrs. Brown.”  I gave a nod to Mr. Brown who made no move to acknowledge it. 
 
   Outside the administrative offices, I searched until I found Tony, who was reading a paper posted on a glass window to the offices. 
 
   “Where’s Gabby?” I asked, walking up to him.
 
   “Down the hall.” Tony pointed to his right without taking his eyes off the paper. He mumbled, “She had to go somewhere.”
 
   I searched the hall. There went Gabby, the prancing rainbow with bouncing ponytails, alongside Hannah who had guided me through the building this morning. Had it only been hours since I woke up in the desert? 
 
   I gave another look down the hall, concerned about Gabby leaving us. Hannah had no reason to harm Gabby. Right? But after having fought our way through one battle after another today, I had the urge to grab Tony and follow her to make sure she was safe.
 
   “Oh, man!” Tony slapped the wall beside the window. “I can’t believe he’s doin’ that to me.” 
 
   “What?”
 
   “Suarez said he posted a roster for the Top Ten Project and that he made a few adjustments.”  Tony wheeled around, snapping his knuckles. “He’s teamed me up with Nicholas Brown.”
 
   Had Suarez also put me with someone else or assumed I was leaving? I searched the list and found my name matched up with Hannah. Annoying, but not so bad. 
 
   But Tony still stomped around. 
 
   I didn’t understand the problem. “I thought you wanted someone good at computers.” Lowering my voice, I said, “Maybe someone who can work on them...and not inside one.”
 
   “Very funny, Xena,” Tony said, not smiling. “You don’t understand. There can only be one Top Ten winner sent to MIT, the second member of the team can have another school, but both can’t go to MIT.”
 
   “And that means what?”
 
   “Nicholas is no slack, but he knows I’m better with computers, which is why he probably pulled rank and got himself teamed up with me. We have to choose a team leader. There’s no way Nicholas will agree to me runnin’ our project, which means when we win that he’ll get first choice and walk away with MIT a year early. I’m so screwed.”  
 
   I had yet to figure out what this MIT thing was, but clearly Tony wanted it badly. “Is this another one of those bus situations?”
 
   “This is a fleet of buses.”
 
   “Can we fix it?”
 
   Tony’s voice bottomed out. “I don’t know.”
 
   I spoke even softer, glancing over my shoulder to make sure no one else was near before saying, “We traveled through a computer to another world, fought giant monsters and attack flowers then found our way back. Nicholas can’t be as difficult to deal with.”  
 
   Not as difficult as me trying to figure out how to stay after tomorrow if this Takoda person didn’t supply documentation that couldn’t possibly exist if I was C’raydonian...and from the future. But Tony didn’t need any more bad news at the moment.
 
   “I suppose,” Tony grumbled. “Let’s get something to eat. I’m starved.”
 
   “What about Gabby? Where’d she go anyhow?”
 
   Tony waved that off with his hand. “Hannah said Gabby had been scheduled for testing at the Bio-Genetic Research Center at the hospital.”
 
   A frisson of worry fingered across my neck at the word hospital. Nicholas had warned me about staying away from there, but then he’d been toying with me earlier. Still the worry remained. “Will Gabby be safe?”
 
   “Of course. It’s a women’s center for cryin’ out loud. What could happen to her there?”
 
   I looked down the hallway as students streamed past us and scratched my head. “I don’t know. What could happen to three students in a school equipment room...with a computer?”
 
   My eyes tracked over to a boy who seemed familiar from the back. I would have dismissed it if not for catching a glimpse of a snake image on his neck. 
 
   Had that been a cobra tattoo? Like the one on the TecKnati scout, Phen? 
 
   The boy disappeared into the sea of students.
 
   I shook my head at my runaway imagination and followed Tony. No way could Phen be here. 
 
    
 
    
 
   The End
 
   ***
 
   Thank you for reading Time Trap, the first book in the new Red Moon series. There will be three more, all released in 2013 and 2014. The next book is Time Return that will be out November 1, 2013 and the excerpt will be on the website summer 2013. Visit http://www.MicahCaida.com to keep up on news and for chances to win signed copies plus other prizes. 
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